Libby Larsen's The Birth Project: a sociological contextualization, analysis, and approach to performance interpretation by Modaff, Jessica Lynne
Boston University
OpenBU http://open.bu.edu
Theses & Dissertations Boston University Theses & Dissertations
2019
Libby Larsen's The Birth Project: a
sociological contextualization,
analysis, and approach to
performance interpretation
https://hdl.handle.net/2144/36042
Boston University
BOSTON UNIVERSITY 
 
COLLEGE OF FINE ARTS 
 
 
 
 
 
Dissertation 
 
 
 
 
 
LIBBY LARSEN’S THE BIRTH PROJECT: 
 
A SOCIOLOGICAL CONTEXTUALIZATION, ANALYSIS, 
 
AND APPROACH TO PERFORMANCE INTERPRETATION 
 
 
 
 
by 
 
 
 
 
JESSICA MODAFF 
 
B.M., Wheaton College (IL), 2005 
M.M., Boston University, 2008 
 
 
 
 
 
Submitted in partial fulfillment of the 
 
requirements for the degree of 
 
Doctor of Musical Arts 
 
2019 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 ã 2019 by 
  Jessica Modaff 
  All rights reserved 
Approved by 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
First Reader    
 John H. Wallace, D.M.A. 
 Assistant Professor of Music, Composition and Music Theory 
 
 
 
 
Second Reader   
 Lynn Eustis, D.M. 
 Associate Professor of Music, Voice 
 
 
 
 
Third Reader    
 Shiela Kibbe, M.M. 
 Director ad interim, School of Music 
 Associate Professor of Music, Piano 
 Chair of the Department of Collaborative Piano 
  
  iv 
Acknowledgments 
 
 I would like to thank the faculty members at the Boston University School 
of Music for your many years of instruction throughout both of my graduate 
degrees. Your investment has prepared me for this project. I offer ardent thanks 
to my steadfast dissertation readers: Dr. John Wallace, Dr. Lynn Eustis, and 
Professor Shiela Kibbe. Professor Kibbe, thank you for your invaluable insight as 
my piano teacher, coach, advisor, advocate, and contributor to this project in 
ways that go beyond the tip of the iceberg represented here. I also wish to thank 
my colleagues and students at Gordon College for all of the support and 
encouragement offered to me throughout this process. To Libby Larsen, thank 
you for lending your words, thoughts, music, and kindness as I’ve researched. 
Thanks to the Puyallup Tribe of Indians for your assistance and commitment to 
supporting me during the entire course of my higher education. For prayers, 
celebration, and purposeful encouragement, thank you to my friends and 
extended family. Finally, I would like to offer wholehearted gratitude to my 
husband Matt and daughter Kaitlin. Thank you for your willingness to walk with 
me through this journey, your selflessness and encouragement, patience, for 
supporting my writing retreats, prayers that I could finish, daily sacrifices, for 
taking interest in these things that make my heart sing, and for graciously 
allowing me to do it in my own time. 
  
  v 
LIBBY LARSEN’S THE BIRTH PROJECT: 
A SOCIOLOGICAL CONTEXTUALIZATION, ANALYSIS, AND 
APPROACH TO PERFORMANCE INTERPRETATION 
JESSICA MODAFF 
Boston University College of Fine Arts, 2019 
Major Professor: John H. Wallace, Assistant Professor of Music, Composition 
and Music Theory 
 
ABSTRACT 
 Libby Larsen’s The Birth Project (2015) is a groundbreaking song cycle 
which centers around pregnancy and childbirth. Until this song cycle, no art song 
had dealt with this topic in first-person narrative. This is surprising, given the total 
fertility rate of about 2.5 children per woman. After a brief biographical 
background of Libby Larsen and her output, the sociological implications of such 
a song cycle in the canon of music is explored. The topic is contextualized 
among other art forms, modern and ancient, showing that art song is the only 
place where such a dearth in pregnancy and childbirth stories exist. The texts are 
explored fully: author biographies, text sources, meaning, and Larsen’s text 
settings. An analysis of Larsen’s compositional features within the cycle is then 
presented, connecting text meaning to the theoretical elements in the music. An 
interview with Libby Larsen offers unique insight into the project’s genesis. This 
interview, combined with the author’s contributions, unite to form a guide to 
interpretation in order to assist performers as they prepare the work.  
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I: Finding Her Voice 
Libby Larsen is one of the most prolific and performed living American 
composers, with works encompassing nearly every genre.1 With more than six 
hundred compositions ranging from symphonies to chamber music, song cycles 
to an impressive fifteen operas,2 Larsen has established her identity as a vital 
contributor to the canon of new music. “Praised for its dynamic, deeply inspired, 
and vigorous American spirit,”3 Larsen’s eclectic musical aesthetic is derived 
from her American roots,4 with influences spanning the broad religious, 
academic, and cultural mediums which have been at the core of her own life 
experience. Throughout her compositional career the importance of language 
and human speech has been at the forefront of her music. Drawing from the 
idiomatic and natural patterns of word flow, Larsen has tried to use “vocal lines 
that fall naturally in the acoustics of the voice.”5 Lauded as “the only English-
speaking composer since Benjamin Britten who matches great verse with fine 
music so intelligently and expressively,”6 Larsen has established her strength as 
a writer of song.  
                                                        
1 Gregory Paul Zavracky, “Libby Larsen’s My Ántonia: The Song Cycle and the Tonal 
Landscape of the American Prairie.” (DMA Diss., Boston University, 2014), 4. 
2 Brenda Ravenscroft, “Libby Larsen, Chanting to Paradise,” Analytical Essays on Music 
by Women Composers: Concert Music from 1960-2000 (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2016), 176.  
3 Libby Larsen, “Libby Larsen,” in Composers on Composing for Choir, ed. by Tom Wine 
(Chicago: GIA Publications, 2007), 39. 
4 Denise Von Glahn, Composing an American Life (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 
2017), 263. 
5 Libby Larsen, “Double Joy” American Organist 18 (March 1984), 50. 
6 David Patrick Stearns, “In the USA, A Year of Symphonic Stirrings,” USA Today (21 
December 1987), 04 D. 
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Larsen’s interest in the voice began as any person’s might: during early 
childhood. She was born in Wilmington, Delaware on Christmas Eve in 1950, the 
third in a family of five daughters. As a result of her father’s career her family 
moved to Minneapolis when she was four.7 where the composer still resides 
some sixty years hence. A born communicator who learned to speak in full 
sentences unusually early,8 it was natural for Larsen to respond to her 
surroundings by making verbal sounds. As a first grader in 1956, she had to be 
seated in the back of the classroom where she could hum, talk out loud, and 
respond verbally and spontaneously to everything that she was learning.9 During 
the first several years of her schooling at Christ the King Grade School in 
Minneapolis, she learned how to read and write music, and she joined her peers 
in singing a great deal of Gregorian chant for daily masses as well as for 
weddings and funerals. Larsen “first learned to express [her]self through music 
by vocalizing.” 10 While students at Christ the King did this every day,11 Larsen’s 
primary mode of expression became music, thriving in classrooms where music 
was a way of thinking.12  
Libby Larsen’s choral singing experience during elementary school 
                                                        
7 Von Glahn, Composing an American Life, 14. 
8 Ibid., 11. 
9 Katherine Strand, “A Socratic Dialogue with Libby Larsen on Music, Musical 
Experience in American Culture, and Music Education,” Philosophy of Music Education 
Review 19, no. 1 (Spring 2011): 55. 
10 Larsen, Composers on Composing for Choir, 40. 
11 Von Glahn, Composing an American Life, 18. 
12 Ibid. 
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coincided with the gradual end of a long-held practice for the Catholic Church. 
For many years, chants in the Church were universally sung in Latin. Vatican II, 
also known as the Second Vatican Council of 1962–65, “highlighted the Church’s 
willingness to operate in the contemporary realm.”13 The Council encouraged 
congregations to use vernacular languages instead of Latin during Mass,14 
swapping guitars for organs, replacing centuries-old chants with “urban folk-style 
songs.”15 As a result, by the end of Larsen’s sixth grade year, Gregorian chant 
had been eliminated from the music program16 at Christ the King. This significant 
change meant that Larsen was among the final generation of young Catholic 
grade-school children to be surrounded by Latin language traditions, a change 
Larsen would later cite as “the defining moment in [her] life and consequently in 
[her] work,17 both religiously and musically. The “timeless flow” of chant, an 
interest in speech patterns, sounds, words and rhythm,18 combined with an 
immersive exposure to language outside of her native tongue taught Libby to 
interact with music and words in a very specific way—a way that, because of 
timing and circumstances, eventually made her compositional style entirely 
                                                        
13 Jordan Teicher, “Why is Vatican II So Important?,” NPR Website (October 10, 2012), 
https://www.npr.org/2012/10/10/162573716/why-is-vatican-ii-so-important [accessed 
June 3, 2018]. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Von Glahn, Composing an American Life, 35. 
16 Libby Larsen, “Libby Larsen—Influences,” Libby Larsen Website, 
https://libbylarsen.com/index.php?contentID=232 [accessed June 7, 2018]. 
17 Von Glahn, Composing an American Life, 33. 
18 Richard Kessler, “Libby Larsen: Communicating Through Music,” New Music Box 
(February 1, 1999), https://nmbx.newmusicusa.org/libby-larsen-communicating-through-
music/ [accessed June 12, 2018].  
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unique. As researcher and author Malcom Gladwell suggests, many renowned 
experts, like Larsen, are distinguished not only by “their extraordinary talent but 
their extraordinary opportunities…. That doesn’t mean [they aren’t] brilliant,”19 it 
just means they are products of a unique cultivation of talent and opportunity.20 
Larsen’s upbringing and opportunities in the Catholic grade school were certainly 
unique in that way and contributed significantly to her future work as a 
professional composer. 
At the age of seven, Larsen began piano lessons. Her lessons included a 
wide range of composers, including “Mozart, Bartók, Stravinsky, Japanese music 
and boogie…. That variety was very important in introducing [her to] so many 
different musical sounds and colors.”21 The modal sounds and flexible rhythms of 
Gregorian chant prepared Larsen for the more modern soundscape of Bartók’s 
Mikrokosmos and non-Western musics.22 “Not being grounded [only] in European 
music from the Baroque, Classical, and Romantic eras, her musical identity was 
shaped more by contemporary sounds than by older models.”23 It was around 
this time that her interest in composition was piqued,24 though she didn’t start 
composing until she was in the sixth grade.25 Larsen recalls, “By seventh and 
                                                        
19 Malcom Gladwell, “Outliers: The Story of Success,” large print edition (New York: 
Little, Brown and Company 2008), 81.  
20 Ibid. 
21 Larsen, “Libby Larsen—Influences.” 
22 Von Glahn, Composing an American Life, 20. 
23 Deborah Crall, “Context and Commission in Large-Scale Texted Works of Libby 
Larsen” (PhD Diss., The Catholic University of America, 2013), 12-13. 
24 Kessler, “Libby Larsen: Communicating Through Music.” 
25 Libby Larsen, “Libby Larsen—For Kids,” Libby Larsen Website, 
https://libbylarsen.com/as_for_kids [accessed May 29, 2018]. 
  
5 
eighth grade [we] were all writing and reading music quite well, as a discipline to 
train the mind.”26 It was during her seventh grade year Larsen was asked “to 
compose a class song and notate it on the board.” She found this to be a most 
rewarding activity, and the class sang it every day.27 As she advanced in school, 
Larsen joined a rock band whose spontaneous and unconducted music was 
closer to the chant of her grade school years.28  
One of the first teachers in Larsen’s life to actively encourage her to 
pursue composition was William Lydell, a Minneapolis theory teacher at 
Washburn Public High School. Lydell told her of the hard work that came along 
with composition, but also taught her that it was worth the effort.29 It was in the 
summer between her junior and senior years of high school that, while attending 
the Twin Cities Institute for Talented Youth program, she made the decision to 
spend her life writing music,30 experiencing her first “aha” moment vis-à-vis 
tuning systems. Recounting the experience, it was at that point that Larsen 
decided she wanted to spend her life living in sound.31   
After graduating from high school, Larsen attended the University of 
Minnesota between 1967–1978. “Because of the rigorous instruction in 
counterpoint and orchestration and the willingness to use the twentieth-century 
                                                        
26 Strand, “A Socratic Dialogue,” 57. 
27 Larsen, Composers on Composing for Choir, 41. 
28 Zavracky, “Libby Larsen’s My Ántonia,” 2. 
29 Joan Rebhein, “Founder of Minnesota Composers Forum Creates her own 
Opportunities in Music,” The Highland Villager 26, no. 20 (10 January 1979). 
30 Larsen, Composers on Composing for Choir, 42. 
31 Ibid. 
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techniques at the time,”32 along with financial considerations, she stayed at 
Minnesota for all three of her composition degrees (B.A., M.M., Ph.D.).33 During 
these degree programs, she continued her interest in vocal study with Lois 
Wittich,34 initially intent on being a vocal performer.35 Wittich supported Larsen’s 
compositional interest, encouraging her to write original compositions for her own 
vocal jury performances.36 After an unsuccessful audition for a new choral 
ensemble under the direction of renowned conductor Dale Warland, Larsen 
resolved to abandon her dreams of becoming a vocal performer and instead 
threw herself into compositional pursuits.37 Her primary composition teachers at 
Minnesota were Paul Fetler, Eric Stokes, and Dominic Argento.38 Along with 
Stephen Paulus, Larsen co-founded the Minnesota Composer’s Forum as a 
Master’s student in 1973, known today as the American Composers’ Forum. The 
ACF “has grown to become the largest organization of its kind in the United 
States,”39 and has been an “invaluable advocate for composers in a difficult, 
transitional time for American arts.”40 In spite of the many demands the Forum 
                                                        
32 Ibid., 44. 
33 Douglas Boyer, “Musical Style and Gesture in the Choral Music of Libby Larsen,” The 
Choral Journal 34, no. 3 (October 1993): 17. 
34 Rebecca Wascoe, “Libby Larsen and the song cycle: a discussion of the song cycle, 
‘My Ántonia’” (DMA Thesis, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 2008), 13. 
35 Zavracky, “Libby Larsen’s My Ántonia,” 3. 
36 Larsen, Composers on Composing for Choir, 43. 
37 Ibid., 44-45. 
38 Charles M. Smith, “Eric Hermannson’s Soul: Comparing and Contrasting Two Musical 
Adaptations of the Willa Cather Short Story” (DMA Diss., University of Nebraska – 
Lincoln, 2006), 20. 
39 Boyer, “Musical Style and Gesture,” 18. 
40 Larsen, “Libby Larsen—Full Biography,” Libby Larsen Website, 
https://libbylarsen.com/index.php?contentID=243 [accessed June 13, 2018]. 
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imposed during the early years of its existence, Larsen consciously persisted in 
her compositional endeavors. “She would not repeat the pattern of many talented 
women musicians before her who ended up behind the scenes running 
organizations that showcased men (and a very few women) of equal or lesser 
talent.”41 
Larsen made the decision early in her career to work as a freelance 
composer 42 instead of entering the university system as a professor. In an 
interview nearly twenty years after graduating from her Ph.D. program, Larsen 
observes:  
…young women find it more difficult for them to envision their whole lives 
as composers…. Hardly any of them envision a professional life outside 
the universities. It’s difficult for a composer anyway, but for some reason, 
women seem to have a harder time visualizing surviving on their own.43 
 
While Larsen was subject to these same challenges, she embraced her own path 
as a female in the profession, seeking opportunities and connections where she 
could. “One of her first professional successes was her appointment as 
composer-in-residence with the Minnesota Orchestra (1983–1987), the first such 
position offered to a woman by any major American orchestra.”44 This residency 
would become the first of many throughout an impressive career devoid of any 
long-term academic contracts, including residencies with the following 
organizations: California Institute of the Arts, the Arnold Schoenberg Institute, the 
                                                        
41 Von Glahn, Composing an American Life, 120. 
42 Ravenscroft, “Chanting to Paradise,” 177. 
43 Kessler, “Libby Larsen: Communicating Through Music.” 
44 Ravenscroft, “Chanting to Paradise,” 177. 
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Philadelphia School of the Arts, the Cincinnati Conservatory, Peabody 
Symphony, and the Colorado Symphony.45 By her mid-forties, she accepted an 
average of four residencies in colleges per year.46 Her commissions with 
distinguished artists span an equally impressive list, with highlights including The 
King’s Singers, Benita Valente, Frederica von Stade, Suzanne Mentzer, and the 
Cleveland String Quartet.47 Recipient of a Grammy award, two honorary 
doctorates, a Lifetime Achievement Award from the American Academy of Arts 
and Letters, and a past holder of the 2003–2004 Harissios Papamarkou Chair in 
Education at the Library of Congress,48 Larsen is an undeniably vital figurehead 
for American composers as well as women in music. Despite her awards and 
accolades, it is perhaps her willingness “to track her own course”49 that has 
carried her to this place of distinction. Larsen said, “The strongest thing I could 
do was to never ask permission but just do it.50  
Due to her position as a prominent female in a profession often dominated 
by men, the issue of feminism comes up frequently in interviews and books 
written on Larsen. She found herself in a situation that naturally gave her a voice 
regarding the role of women in music quite simply because she is one. “If thirty 
                                                        
45 Larsen, “Libby Larsen—Full Biography.” 
46 Kessler, “Libby Larsen: Communicating Through Music.” 
47 Zavracky, “Libby Larsen’s My Ántonia,” 5. 
48 Larsen, “Libby Larsen—Press Materials, Long Biography,” Libby Larsen Website, 
https://libbylarsen.com/index.php?contentID=403 [accessed June 14, 2018]. 
49 Von Glahn, Composing an American Life, 144. 
50 Meredith Du Bon, “Through the Ears of Libby Larsen: Women, Feminism and Song in 
America” (DMA Diss., Indiana University, 2014), 43. 
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years of consistently working in public, on a national and international scale, and 
speaking my professional mind out loud in public combined with raising a family 
can be considered feminism, then yes, I consider myself a feminist.”51 “Larsen 
had become something of an expert witness when it came to women in the 
field,”52 composer and friend Janika Vandervelde recounts. Reminiscing on their 
shared experience at a conference hosted by the Houston Symphony in 1982, 
she remembers the difficult climate Libby found herself in, having a piece of her 
music programmed at one of the conference performances. “Despite … making 
herself available during rehearsals, she had no voice at all in the preparation of 
the piece; the orchestra did not take her or her music seriously.” And even with 
the increased awareness of gender inequality during the intervening thirty-seven 
years since the early 1980s, “symphony orchestras are still announcing seasons 
devoid of female composers. Recently, both the Chicago Symphony Orchestra 
and Philadelphia Orchestra unveiled new subscription series with zero works by 
women.”53 In a letter written in response to a reporter from the Cincinnati 
Enquirer, Larsen herself notes: 
… Its [sic] difficult to hear live performances of abstract classical works 
composed by women. And you’ve noticed (I’m assuming) that media tells us that 
the situation has “gotten much better” for hearing this repertoire, but in reality it 
                                                        
51 Larsen, “Libby Larsen—Women in Music,” Libby Larsen Website, https://libbylarsen 
.com/index.php?contentID=234 [accessed June 12, 2018].  
52 Von Glahn, Composing an American Life, 146. 
53 Jenna Ross, “Minnesota Orchestra Champions Women Composers in New Season: 
‘We are Changing the Conversation,’” Hartford Courtant (21 March 2018) http://www. 
courant.com/features/sns-tns-bc-ent-orchestra-women-composers-20180321-story.html 
[accessed June 13, 2018]. 
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appears not to have gotten better, and perhaps it’s gotten worse over the past 
decade.54 
 
In the face of these inherent difficulties for women in the profession, 
Larsen remains a gracious and supportive voice for the minority. Instead of 
putting her effort fully and ferociously into advocating for women’s rights, Larsen 
recalls, “I decided that the best thing I could do was to live a life of constant 
public display of the products of my brain. I [want] to work with great performers 
who perform for audiences of people dedicated to listening.”55 In continuing her 
life’s work her posture is to “joyfully try to change the idea that women aren’t 
there.”56 Due to her unique experiences involving chant, choral and solo singing, 
exposure to language and an inherent interest in it, an “all-consuming need to 
communicate,”57 and being a female composer during a unique time in music 
history, an explanation emerges regarding the reasons why Larsen is “beloved 
especially for her vocal works,”58 and why she has an affinity for writing from the 
female perspective.  
Her oeuvre reflects a fascination with the human voice, with a unique ear 
for the conversational aspects of primarily English texts.  She has written fifteen 
operas, well over 100 pieces for chorus, and more than 160 songs. While Larsen 
                                                        
54 Larsen, “Libby Larsen—Women in Music.” 
55 Du Bon, “Through the Ears of Libby Larsen,” 43. 
56 Libby Larsen, “Composer Libby Larsen at Westminster Town Hall Forum,” Interview 
by Timothy D. Hart-Andersen, 22 February 2013, 
https://www.mprnews.org/story/2013/02/22/mpr_news_presents [accessed June 14, 
2018]. 
57 Von Glahn, Composing an American Life, 11. 
58 Ibid.  
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has used scripture and poetry in some of her vocal works, “citing the influence of 
Argento, Larsen prefers to use prose instead of poetry for her song texts.”59 
Larsen herself has said, “I am more drawn to prose because of its rhythmic 
freedom and honest emotion. Texts that reveal song, colorful and fearless 
people, many times women, are especially attractive to me.” Larsen has 
organized a number of her songs into song cycles such as: Try Me Good King, 
Love After 1950, Me (Brenda Ueland), My Ántonia, Cowboy Songs, Sonnets from 
the Portuguese, Margaret Songs and The Birth Project.  
Many of Larsen’s song texts are written by women60 and come from a 
female character’s perspective.61 Though she made no conscious decision to 
incorporate women’s voices in her music,62 she has often used a song cycle’s 
dramatic presentation as an opportunity to compose for female voice.63 Meredith 
Du Bon asserts that feminism, in a roundabout manner, allowed Larsen to 
discover “her affection for authentic female voices,”64 and she was able to 
express “that affection by drawing on the literal words of those characters.”65 
Perhaps there is no better study on Larsen’s strength in writing for women and 
about women than her most recent song cycle, The Birth Project—a 
                                                        
59 Du Bon, “Through the Ears of Libby Larsen,” 39. 
60 Von Glahn, Composing an American Life, 126. 
61 Zavracky, “Libby Larsen’s My Ántonia,” 5. 
62 Du Bon, “Through the Ears of Libby Larsen,” 41. 
63 Larsen, “Libby Larsen—Women in Music.” 
64 Du Bon, “Through the Ears of Libby Larsen,” 44. 
65 Ibid. 
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groundbreaking collection of several firsthand accounts of pregnancy and 
childbirth conveyed in song.  
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II: Contextualizing the Texts 
 According to a 2017 report by the United Nations, the global average 
fertility rate (or total fertility rate, TFR) is slightly less than 2.5 children per 
woman.66 Before the modern era, this number was easily doubled.67 Despite the 
decline in TFR over the past fifty years, it could still be argued without debate 
that pregnancy and childbirth are among life’s most common experiences for the 
majority of women during their childbearing years. Pregnancy and childbirth 
stories are simultaneously ordinary and unique. While the event might be 
considered universal or commonplace among women, the experience of each 
individual woman’s pregnancy and birth often differs from one woman to the next. 
As art imitates life, various art forms have been aimed towards depicting or 
describing that experience, whether universal or specific. 
A Brief Overview of Pregnancy and Childbirth 
in Various Artforms Across History 
 
 Ancient art representing childbirth can be found in museums across the 
globe. The Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City boasts a collection of 
stories of art and global culture through essays and works of art appropriately 
titled “TOAH” for its Timeline of Art History. One such feature in this collection is 
                                                        
66 “Fertility Indicators—Total Fertility,” United Nations, World Population Prospects, 2017 
edition, accessed June 24, 2018, 
https://esa.un.org/unpd/wpp/Download/Standard/Fertility/. 
67 Max Roser, “Fertility Rate,” Our World in Data, December 2, 2017, accessed June 24, 
2018, https://ourworldindata.org/fertility-rate#data-quality-definition. 
  
14 
the “Limestone statuette of a childbirth scene,”68 a stone sculpture dating from 
ca. 310–330 B.C. At the Larco Museum in Lima, Peru, one can find an elaborate 
“pottery jug showing in the handle a scene of childbirth”69 dating from pre-Inca 
cultures. A more passive Greek pottery flask, on display at the Aphrodite Ancient 
Art Gallery in New York, has survived from the sixth-century B.C.70 It features a 
seated pregnant woman wearing a beaded necklace. These specific examples of 
sculpture and pottery are but a few of several hundred surviving pieces which 
exist in museums and galleries today, and they are indeed not the only art-form 
to reflect the subject. 
 Paintings on pregnancy and childbirth are even more plentiful than 
sculpture, but no single woman is depicted in paintings more than the Virgin 
Mary. This is due to the centrality of the Holy Mother in the narrative and 
theology of the Catholic and Christian Church.71 Whether in scenes with the 
angel Gabriel at the time of the Immaculate Conception,72 as Icons, riding into 
Bethlehem, in the stable at the scene of the Nativity, or displaying the newborn 
                                                        
68 “Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History—Limestone Statuette of a Childbirth Scene,” The 
Met Website, accessed June 28, 2018, https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/works-of-
art/74.51.2698/. 
69 Igor I. Solar, “A Visit to the ‘Larco Museum’ of Pre-Colombian Art in Lima,” Digital 
Journal, September 26, 2011, accessed July 24, 2018, http://www.digitaljournal.com 
/article/312007. 
70 “Aphrodite Ancient Art—A Greek Pregnant Female Plastic Pottery Flask,” Aphrodite 
Ancient Art Website, accessed November 22, 2018, https://www.aphroditeancientart 
.com/product/a-greek-pregnant-female-plastic-pottery-flask-circa-6th-century-b-c/. 
71 “Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History—The Cult of the Virgin Mary in the Middle Ages,” 
The Met Website, accessed November 23, 2018, https://www.metmuseum.org/toah 
/hd/virg/hd_virg.htm. 
72 “The Met Museum—The Annunciation,” The Met Website, accessed November 22, 
2018, https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/459016. 
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baby Jesus,73 the Virgin Mary eclipses nearly every other subject when it comes 
to paintings about pregnancy. Careful measures have been taken to preserve 
these paintings over centuries in cathedrals, chapels, churches, homes and 
museums. There are also countless depictions of Mary nursing Jesus, which also 
has symbolic and theological significance. Curiously, though, historic depictions 
of Jesus’ actual birth are difficult to find. Aside from depictions of Mary and 
Jesus, we also find paintings of some females of royal descent or high status that 
were painted while these women were pregnant, though, again, the number of 
paintings depicting childbirth are significantly less than those which depict 
pregnancy.  
 Poetry and literature from across the globe have followed a similar 
trajectory. A surge in production of poetry and prose on all topics came during 
important eras such as the Golden age of Chinese Poetry during the seventh 
through tenth-centuries and the Romantic era in early-nineteenth-century Europe 
and Russia. Some poems about pregnant women or pregnancy announcements 
from this era have survived, but not many. Literary experts posit that a distinctly 
male model of life experience had, for centuries, reinforced motherhood as an 
artistic liability, consequently suppressing the “maternal voice” that has been lost 
since pagan times.74 Poems predating the twentieth-century which have survived 
                                                        
73 “The Athenaeum—The Adoration of the Shepherds,” The Athenaeum Website, August 
20, 2013, accessed November 23, 2018, https://www.the-athenaeum.org/art/detail.php 
74 Julie Tharp and Susan MacCallum-Whitcomb, This Giving Birth: Pregnancy and 
Childbirth in American Women’s Writing (Bowling Green: Popular Press, 2000), 3. 
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are often written by men and are incomplete accounts of a woman’s actual 
pregnancy or childbirth experience.  
“A Woman’s Life and Love” by the Pen of a Male Poet 
 
Adelbert von Chamisso’s (1781–1838) Frauen-Liebe und Leben75 is a 
representative example of European Romantic-era poetry which touches loosely 
on pregnancy and childbirth. This collection of poems can be translated as “A 
Woman’s Life and Love.” Across the poems, Chamisso depicts a woman who 
has met her beloved, becomes engaged, marries, tells her husband she is 
pregnant, nurses her newborn child, and then tragically suffers the unexpected 
loss of her husband. The ninth and final poem concludes as the protagonist 
reminds her granddaughter that to live is to love, and to love is pain. The 
collection of poems may be viewed as an endearing voice for women during a 
time in which a woman’s voice was indeed suppressed. It may also, by contrast, 
be viewed as Chamisso’s ineffectual attempt to express his understanding of 
what was important to a woman during his lifetime. Regardless of a person’s 
view, the fact that Chamisso’s portrayal of the woman’s life is depicted entirely 
through the connection with her husband, cannot be debated. From this, one 
may surmise the following moral: a woman’s life only truly begins when she 
meets her love, and it is potentially lost if she should outlive him. Although this 
interpretation may appear too angular for some, the irony of a male writing from a 
                                                        
75 Adelbert Chamisso, “Gedichte—Frauen-Liebe und Leben,” Gedichte.eu Website, 
accessed November 20, 2018, http://www.gedichte.eu/kl/chamisso/gedichte/frauen-
liebe-und-leben.php. 
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first-person female perspective about “A Woman’s Life” must not be lost. 
Chamisso’s sixth poem in the collection, “Süßer Freund,” is a relevant 
example of a writer’s attempt to deal with the issue of pregnancy in the 
nineteenth-century. Here, the woman is careful and shy to share the pregnancy  
Süßer Freund  
 
Süßer Freund, du blickest 
Mich verwundert an, 
Kannst es nicht begreifen, 
Wie ich weinen kann; 
Laß der feuchten Perlen 
Ungewohnte Zier 
Freudenhell erzittern 
In den Wimpern mir. 
 
Wie so bang mein Busen, 
Wie so wonnevoll! 
Wüßt' ich nur mit Worten, 
Wie ich's sagen soll; 
Komm und birg dein Antlitz 
Hier an meiner Brust, 
Will in's Ohr dir flüstern 
Alle meine Lust. 
 
76Hab' ob manchen Zeichen 
Mutter schon gefragt, 
Hat die gute Mutter 
Alles mir gesagt, 
Hat mich unterwiesen, 
Wie, nach allem Schein, 
Bald für eine Wiege 
Muß gesorget sein. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                        
76 Stanza omitted by Schumann.  
 
Sweet Friend 
 
Sweet friend, you look  
On me in wonder.  
You can’t grasp it, 
That I can weep; 
Let those moist pearls, 
Adornments you’re not used to seeing, 
Tremble joyfully, brightly 
In my eyelashes. 
 
How anxious is my bosom,  
How blissful! 
If I only knew the words 
How I should say it; 
Come bury your face 
Here on my breast, 
I want to whisper in your ear 
All my joy. 
 
Of some sighs 
Mother has already asked, 
My good mother has 
Told me everything, 
She has instructed me 
How, by all appearances, 
Soon a cradle  
Must be obtained. 
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Weißt du nun die Thränen, 
Die ich weinen kann, 
Sollst du nicht sie sehen, 
Du geliebter Mann; 
Bleib' an meinem Herzen, 
Fühle dessen Schlag, 
Daß ich fest und fester 
Nur dich drücken mag. 
 
Hier an meinem Bette 
Hat die Wiege Raum, 
Wo sie still verberge 
Meinen holden Traum; 
Kommen wird der Morgen, 
Wo der Traum erwacht, 
Und daraus dein Bildniß 
Mir entgegen lacht. 
 
Now do you know the tears 
That I can cry? 
Do you not see them, 
You beloved man? 
Stay on my heart, 
Feel it beat, 
That I, ever more firmly, 
May press you to it. 
 
Here at my bed 
There is room for the cradle, 
Where it yet hides 
My lovely dream. 
The morning will come 
Where the dream awakens, 
And from it your image 
Will smile.77
news with her husband. It is clear that the protagonist is anxious about this 
revelation, even though she is thrilled with being pregnant. The reader, however, 
does not gain much insight regarding her experience of finding out that she is 
pregnant or details about the pregnancy itself. Additionally, her husband’s 
response is not noted in the poem. It does seem, however, that much adoration 
is placed on the father’s image (“dein Bildniß”), which the child will bear. This 
significant nod of gratitude towards her husband glorifies him as the provider of 
all her happiness, thus shifting the attention away from her personal experience 
and instead onto her beloved. While impossible to capture details of a woman’s 
entire life and love within nine poems, it is interesting to note what Chamisso 
included and also what he left out. Poem seven, “An meinem Herzen” (On my 
Heart), skips past the pregnancy entirely and we find the protagonist rapturously 
                                                        
77 Translated by author. 
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delighted while nursing her young child. She declares, “Only a mother alone 
knows what it is to love and be happy.” It is clear that the transition into 
motherhood has made her life even more complete than before. Yet the process 
through which this occurred, the process that was hers alone throughout nine 
months of pregnancy, labor and childbirth, was almost entirely omitted. This act 
of omission in Chamisso’s writing choice is the crucial lynchpin on which this 
contextualization of pre-twentieth-century poetry and art song is hinged. 
Frauen-Liebe und Leben is a text that has become familiar in the world of 
art song and poetry. Within ten years of Chamisso’s publication, most or all of the 
nine poems were set to music by Carl Loewe (1796–1869), Franz Lachner 
(1803–1890), and Robert Schumann (1810–1856). Schumann’s setting has 
become one of the most widely known song cycles for female singer in the entire 
German Romantic repertory. It is also among the most representative examples 
across art song that deals with pregnancy in any form, excepting texts on the 
Virgin Mary. If art does imitate life, and this song cycle is the closest reflection of 
a woman’s life in classical song literature, then there exists a massive gulf 
between life and musical art on the topic of pregnancy and childbirth. 
Pregnancy and Childbirth in Art, Literature, and Music After 1950 
 
Over the last sixty years there has been a surge in poetry, photography, 
film, and literature which depict pregnancy and childbirth. These depictions are 
more regularly written by women, which is a significant cultural shift across all art 
forms. It is, of course, no coincidence that the strengthening of the maternal 
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voice in literature coincided with the battle for women’s rights and, more 
specifically, reproductive choice.78 With the rise in feminist movements and the 
resulting increase in female authors and artists, a void that had once existed on 
several topics, pregnancy and childbirth included, is now being slowly filled. 
Texts like Labor Day: True Birth Stories by Today’s Best Women Writers were 
created specifically to fill this void. Curiously though, art song has not followed 
this trend as overtly as its vernacular counterpart. While popular song artists like 
Beyoncé, Dave Matthews, Lauryn Hill, Creed, Madonna, and Garth Brooks have 
been writing about their own experience during pregnancy or the pregnancy of a 
partner, art song has remained relatively quiet. This is why Libby Larsen’s The 
Birth Project is particularly groundbreaking in the genre of art song, “giving a 
fresh and current perspective on this powerful subject,”79 a perspective which is 
“scarcely treated in the cannon [sic] of vocal literature.”80  
Authors in The Birth Project 
 
Labor Day is the primary source text from which Larsen crafted The Birth 
Project. It consists of thirty essays written by thirty different authors, collected 
and edited by writers Eleanor Henderson and Anna Solomon in 2014. The 
genesis of Labor Day took root as the editors themselves became pregnant a few 
                                                        
78 Tharp and MacCallum-Whitcomb, This Giving Birth, 4. 
79 Rosemary Ritter, “Breaking the Taboo: Song Cycle Gives Birth to a New Perspective,” 
SongFest News, March 9, 2015, accessed February 13, 2018, 
http://www.songfest.us/news/2015/3/9/breaking-the-taboo-song-cycle-gives-birth-to-a-
new-perspective. 
80 Ibid. 
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years prior. While pregnant, they were each disappointed by mass-produced 
baby dictionaries, journals, timelines and manuals found in bookstores. The 
shelves at the bookstores “were virtually empty of artful, entertaining, 
unvarnished accounts of labor and delivery.”81 In an effort to upturn the long 
trend of relative silence, they set out to collect such stories from various female 
writers, most of whom were beloved friends and colleagues. The stories “came in 
spades,”82 and so the book was born.   
Concurrently, in the summer of 2013, Libby Larsen and SongFest 
colleagues Gwen Detwiler and Audrey Luna began to muse on the minimal body 
of art song literature dealing with childbearing and childbirth from the mother’s 
own perspective.83 As with Henderson and Solomon, these musicians decided 
that it would be beneficial to create a musical work that spoke to this unique and 
common experience. Detwiler and Luna committed to helping Larsen find texts 
for the project. Over the course of a year the three musicians carefully 
considered the type of text they wanted to utilize. First, they attempted to write 
their own libretto, yet after several weeks of frustrated, failed attempts they 
pronounced it “just awful.”84 After they abandoned writing their own texts, they set 
off to find texts written by professional writers. The search produced additional 
                                                        
81 Eleanor Henderson and Anna Solomon, Labor Day: True Birth Stories by Today’s 
Best Women Writers (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2014), 5. 
82 Ibid., 6. 
83 Libby Larsen, The Birth Project, Composer’s Notes. Minneapolis, Minnesota: Libby 
Larsen Publishing, 2015. 
84 Libby Larsen, interview by author, November 26, 2018. 
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frustrations. They were “confounded, in that it was very difficult to find 
contemporary texts by women writers speaking in first person from first-person 
experience.”85 The three women eventually found the main source text, Labor 
Day, from which seven of the songs would be set. They found three additional 
poems by A. E. Stallings, one by Akiko Yosano, and one by Patricia Kirkpatrick. 
Together these texts form a collection of songs which Larsen calls The Birth 
Project. 
 The authors of the Labor Day essays selected by Larsen for the song 
cycle are Phoebe Damrosch, Lauren Groff, Heidi Pitlor, Cheryl Strayed and Gina 
Zucker. Each writer is professionally active in literature and is also a mother. 
Groff and Pitlor are both novelists. Lauren Groff wrote Arcadia, a New York 
Times Notable Book of the Year, bestseller, and finalist for the Los Angeles 
Times Book Prize for Fiction.86 Heidi Pitlor authored The Birthdays and has been 
the series editor of The Best American Short Stories since 2007.87 Gina Zucker is 
both a fiction and nonfiction writer and has published works in more than 
seventeen magazines and journals including The New York Post, Cosmopolitan 
and Rolling Stone.88 Damrosch and Strayed have both written for The New York 
Times and have authored acclaimed memoirs. Phoebe Damrosch’s memoir 
                                                        
85 Ibid. 
86 Henderson and Solomon, Labor Day, 303. 
87 Ibid., 305. 
88 Gina Zucker, “Pratt Institute—Faculty and Staff Bio,” Pratt Institute Website, accessed 
November 24, 2018, https://www.pratt.edu/faculty_and_staff/bio/?id=Ym05enpoUWN1e 
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Service Included: Four-Star Secrets of an Eavesdropping Waiter was a New York 
Times Notable Book of the Year.89 Cheryl Strayed’s #1 New York Times 
bestselling memoir Wild has been translated into forty languages and was made 
into an Oscar-nominated feature film starring Reese Witherspoon.90    
 The sixth contributor to The Birth Project, A.E. Stallings, is the recipient of 
numerous awards for her poetry, including the Richard Wilbur Award, the 2004 
Frederick Bock Prize, a Pushcart Prize, the Howard Nemerov Sonnet Award91 
and grants or fellowships from the National Endowment for the Arts (US), 
Guggenheim Foundation, and the MacArthur Foundation.92 Larsen selected three 
poems by Stallings for The Birth Project. This number is misleading because she 
only used two of these texts for soprano and piano. The third poem by Stallings 
is embedded in song seven, “First Miracle,”93 where the song and poem share 
the same title; however, it is written for solo piano and does not include any sung 
text. While Larsen credits Stallings in the subheading of the piece, the words do 
not actually appear as part of the song cycle.  
 The seventh selected contributor to The Birth Project is Japanese poet 
Akiko Yosano (1878–1942). Yosano authored more than seventy-five books, 
including twenty volumes of original poetry. She is one of the most famous post-
                                                        
89 Henderson and Solomon, Labor Day, 302. 
90 Cheryl Strayed, “Cheryl Strayed—Home,” Cheryl Strayed Website, accessed 
November 25, 2018, http://www.cherylstrayed.com.    
91 A.E. Stallings, Hapax: Poems (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2006), 91. 
92 A.E. Stallings, “A.E. Stallings—About,” A.E. Stallings Website, accessed November 
23, 2018, http://aestallings.wixsite.com/aestallings/bio. 
93 A.E. Stallings, "First Miracle," in Like (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2018), 46. 
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classical female poets of Japan. “Akiko advocated a poetry that requires the 
author to look directly into the heart to reveal the true emotional complexity found 
there.94 Larsen selected Yosano’s poem “Alone” for song five, which shares the 
same name. While the other poems in Labor Day are presented in their entirety, 
“Alone” is used only partially through a process called telescoping. This process 
will be discussed more in chapter three. 
 Patricia Kirkpatrick is the eighth and final author whose work rounds out 
this collection of songs from various sources. Kirkpatrick has received numerous 
awards for her poetry, including the Lindquist & Vennum Poetry Prize, the 
Minnesota Book Award in Poetry, and the McKnight Artist Fellowship for Writers 
Loft Award in Poetry.95 “Blood Moon,” which also shares the title of Larsen’s ninth 
song, will be published by Milkweed Editions in 2020, and years before this 
publishing agreement was given to Larsen directly by Kirkpatrick for the 
consideration of this project.96  
 Since the subject of pregnancy and childbirth is nearly absent from much 
of classical-vocal repertoire, it is fitting that a female composer sought to use 
texts by other females when synthesizing this groundbreaking composition. 
These females, authors and composer alike, have all experienced pregnancy 
and childbirth firsthand. The Birth Project is meant to be performed by two 
                                                        
94 Sam Hamill and Keiko Matsui Gibson, River of Stars: Selected Poems of Yosano 
Akiko (Boston: Shambhala Publications, Inc., 1997), xiii-xiv. 
95 Patricia Kirkpatrick, “Patricia Kirkpatrick—Awards,” Patricia Kirkpatrick Website, 
accessed October 27, 2018, http://www.patriciakirkpatrick.com/pages/Awards.html.  
96 Libby Larsen interview. 
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sopranos, perhaps even more than two,97 further exploring and validating each 
storyteller’s voice. Birth is not a singular event that has only happened once in 
our history. It is one that happens daily and is shared by many women across 
humanity. This experience, singular to females only, can best be retold by the 
females who have endured it. The women writers, composer and female 
collectors have all been brought together to make this experience rise to the 
forefront of art and literature. The performers whose interpretations bring the 
stories to life come together to form this very cycle, which was “birthed” because 
of these women telling a story that only they can tell. The Birth Project is a 
compelling work of musical art that begins to give voice to one of the most 
common and unique experiences a female may have in her lifetime. 
  
                                                        
97 Ibid. 
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III: The Texts and Their Settings 
The Birth Project consists of eleven songs plus one solo piano piece, 
twelve in total. The texts are drawn from several sources and are a combination 
of poetry and prose. Four are set to poems and seven use prose as the text 
source. All poetry appears in its entirety, except for “Alone,” and the piano solo, 
“First Miracle.” The prose is taken from various essays in Labor Day. During the 
compositional process, Larsen used a technique she calls telescoping for the 
prose from the essay texts and English translation of Yosano’s poem in “Alone.”  
I find the music in the prose, rather than forcing the prose into music. A very long 
sentence will telescope and become five words. I look for in-rhymes and end-
rhymes. In the words in the style of the writer, I try to hear music. And then an 
essence forms.98 
 
The Birth Project shares first-person narratives about a host of childbearing 
experiences: a woman discovering she is pregnant, the marveling mystery of a 
child growing in the womb, carrying a child beyond the due date, intense 
“aloneness,” letting go of fear, and concluding with four separate childbirth 
stories.99 Each song is set according to its individual text, with unique 
accompaniments, styles, and moods that reflect the distinctive narrative. 
No. 1. “The Song Rehearsal” 
 
 In order to understand Stallings’ poem “The Song Rehearsal,” one must 
examine the Edgar Degas painting by the same name (Fig. 1). Degas created 
                                                        
98 Ibid. 
99 Libby Larsen, The Birth Project, Composer’s Notes. 
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the painting in 1872 after his brief and only trip to New Orleans to visit family.100 
He stayed in the home of his uncle, Michel Musson. Here, his uncle is pictured at 
the piano and two singers, likely family, rehearse a song in the house parlor. 
Degas had a particular love for music. To his great privation,101 the New Orleans 
opera had cancelled the season prior to his visit. As a result, Musson and 
houseguests made music regularly while Degas stayed there.  
The Song Rehearsal 
Degas, National Gallery of Scotland 
 
It seems familiar somehow, though it’s set 
In a parlor in New Orleans—another age. 
It’s summer—the furniture is draped in white. 
A shadowed man looks up from the piano. 
Two women are rehearsing a duet— 
One is striding down an imagined stage 
In full-throated aria, the other, 
Turning her face away, holds up her right  
hand against the blast of shrill soprano. 
 
But reading the little plaque, I understand— 
The casual scene from life begins to change 
To genre. The woman with the lifted hand, 
Turning away, as if half-terrified, 
With loose, high-waisted skirt, will be a mother. 
The singer bearing down on her, mouth wide, 
Is the angel trumpeting the news so strange, 
So ordinary, it’s difficult to believe— 
And greater than anything she could conceive.102 
                                                        
100 “Dumbarton Oaks House Collection—The Song Rehearsal,” accessed December 27, 
2018, http://museum.doaks.org/OBJ804.htm. 
101 Christopher Benfey, Degas in New Orleans (Los Angeles: University of California 
Press, 1997), 85. 
102 From Hapax. Copyright Ó 2006 by A.E. Stallings. Published 2006 by Northwestern 
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Figure 1: The Song Rehearsal.103 
                                                        
103 Edgar Degas, “The Song Rehearsal,” 1872 (Washington, D.C.: ÓDumbarton Oaks, 
Byzantine Collection). Reproduced with permission. 
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The speaker imagines scene details from the painting in the poem’s first 
stanza. Larsen mimics the image of the three people in the painting by also 
setting this song for two female singers and a pianist. The opening two-measure  
 
 
Figure 2: “The Song Rehearsal” mm. 1–2 
 
passage in the piano is a simple, ascending minor third. It is with the repetition of 
this motive in mm. 3–4 that the listener may perceive the motive is 
important. The melody concludes in mm. 5–6 with the remaining pitches from the 
first phrase of Brahms’s “Wiegenlied,” commonly known in English as the cradle 
 
 
 Figure 3: “The Song Rehearsal” mm. 5–7 
 
tune called “Lullaby.” This introduction is followed by the singer’s first words, “It 
seems familiar somehow….” Larsen cleverly draws the listener into the song by 
this minimal revealing of a well-known tune followed by the singer’s confirmation 
that she is experiencing something vaguely familiar. That vaguely familiar tune 
evokes memories of childhood, reflections on infancy, parenting, and perhaps 
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comfort to the vast majority of the audience. “Lullaby” is accessible. It is Larsen’s 
way of drawing her audience into the scene, just as the poet has done with her 
first words. This opening “Lullaby” melody can be found throughout the fabric of 
this song in both the piano and voice parts (mm. 33–36, 52–59), as well as in 
other songs of the cycle.   
Throughout the first stanza, Larsen illustrates the scene with various 
soundscapes. At “in a parlor in New Orleans—another age,” the pianist is 
instructed to depict bar room noodling. For this text, Larsen wrote a few 
measures of early blues music for the piano, reminiscent of the New Orleans 
Dixieland style with its swung eighths and seventh chord harmonization. The 
voice part is minimal, possibly so that the piano part, which sets the mood, can 
be heard clearly. A sudden shift at “a shadowed man looks up from the piano,” 
m. 15, now changes the style to quasi ragtime (Fig. 4). Here, Larsen’s original 
rag music104 sounds much like a Scott Joplin piano rag, with a stride bass and  
 
 
Figure 4: “The Song Rehearsal” m. 15 
                                                        
104 Libby Larsen interview. 
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opposing right-hand sixteenth notes. The second soprano enters for a duet in m. 
17, fittingly because the text states “two women are rehearsing a duet.” The first 
soprano has the role of singing the poetry for the entire song, while the second 
soprano adds largely untexted melodic material to the texture. She is the woman 
pictured on the left, extending her arm while singing. 
In m. 22, at “full throated aria,” the second soprano vocalizes a 
descending A-major scale. Upon closer reflection, this is a quotation from one of 
 
Figure 5: “The Song Rehearsal” mm. 22–25 
 
the most well-known arias in the soprano repertory, “Caro nome” by Giuseppe 
Verdi. “Caro nome” is a fitting and significant soundscape for this scene. 
Rigoletto, the opera in which the aria appears, would have been popular in 
America at this time. Given the familiar nature of the aria in the vocal repertory, 
the present-day listener might hear the aria sung in the background and 
understand the significance of what this woman is practicing. In addition, the 
translation of the lines taken from this section of the aria is as follows: “Sweet 
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name, you who made my heart throb for the first time….” While the context of this 
text in Rigoletto is romantic love, it does not take much to understand a double 
meaning by Larsen’s use of this aria. We later learn that the poet believes the 
soprano’s song represents “the angel trumpeting the news” that the other woman 
“will be a mother.” It might be appropriate, therefore, to assume that “Caro nome” 
is placed here as a type of prophetic word spoken over the other woman: she will 
be a mother, and by that her heart will throb for the first time.  
The first few phrases of “Caro nome” are heard in the second soprano part 
through m. 32, at which point the texture suddenly changes. Here we hear the 
opening “Lullaby” motive from before, and the first voice part enters, quasi 
recitative. This is the shift to the second stanza of text. This stanza focuses on 
the poet’s interpretation of the characters in the scene, rather than the scene 
itself. This is why the busy musical soundscapes cease at this moment and are 
replaced with recitative. Larsen makes the text shift clear by temporarily 
eliminating complex harmonic and rhythmic activity. In m. 46, she reinstates 
activity with the “Caro nome” scale, first in the piano part and then transferred to 
the second soprano in m. 49. Before it can conclude, the scale is interrupted by 
shared statements of the “Lullaby” motive in the piano and second soprano. 
There is no mistaking that the melodic motives taken from both songs are meant 
to be heard and understood together as a unit. 
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No. 2. “Pregnant” 
 
 Larsen continues the cycle with “Pregnant,” a song created from Cheryl 
Strayed’s essay titled “The Lavender Room.” The short segment, extracted from 
the larger essay, focuses on her plans to share the good news of the pregnancy 
with her husband. This is a similar moment for Strayed as it was for the speaker 
in “Süßer Freund,” although through the first-person account, her excitement 
about sharing the news is more overtly stated. She is anxiously awaiting the 
arrival of her husband after he had been out of town. Her intentions were to 
create the perfect moment in which to tell him the momentous news. She wanted 
to share it in the most special place, at their “little red cottage by the pond,” 
because sharing it at the airport wasn’t a fitting location to match the importance 
of the occasion. However, her anticipation gets the best of her, and as soon as 
she picks him up, she blurts out “I’M PREGNANT!” The song ends humorously 
with the admission that she has “always been terrible at keeping secrets.” 
 Larsen helps build the woman’s anticipation in the piano part by using 
sixteenth-note broken chords in a non-regularized pitch order. This technique  
 
 
Figure 6: “Pregnant” m. 1 
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indicates her inner anxiety and joy as she recounts the story. This 
accompaniment style is present throughout, with the exception of two moments. 
The sixteenth notes suddenly cease as the she utters the words “pregnant, 
pregnant, pregnant” (mm. 17–19) and “I’M PREGNANT” (mm. 24–25). When the 
perpetual motion in the accompaniment suddenly stops in these two moments, 
the listener is able to comprehend how monumental the news is for her.  
As with many of Larsen’s songs, the bar lines are merely a means for the 
performers to align the ensemble in performance. The vocal rhythms are written 
entirely to mimic the flow of natural speech patterns. If the broken-chord 
accompaniment had been replaced with block chords in the style of recitative, the 
voice part would work in that paradigm. Therefore, the speech-like rhythms, a 
relatively limited pitch range in the soprano part, and the percolating 
accompaniment allow the audience to receive this song as the telling of an 
exciting story.  
The song ends with four final sixteenth notes in the accompaniment, the 
same four notes that have been present in the piano part throughout. These  
 
Figure 7: “Pregnant” m. 31 
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notes are not written in a conclusive manner as they do not have a fermata and 
they are not harmonically conclusive. They also take place on beat four of the  
measure, acting more like an anacrusis than an arrival. Additionally, the piece 
does not end with a final bar line. Therefore, it can be concluded that these four 
sixteenth notes are illustrative of the fact that a pregnancy announcement is not 
an end, but rather a beginning. The excitement is only the start of a long journey 
that she will experience throughout the rest of her life. Performance indications 
for this type of song-ending will be explored in chapter five. 
No. 3. “Ultrasound” 
 
 The text of “Ultrasound” points toward the strange, almost otherworldly 
experience of seeing the unborn child in an ultrasound. The fetus is likened to a 
Ultrasound 
 
What butterfly— 
Brain, soul, or both— 
Unfurls here, pallid 
As a moth? 
 
(Listen, here’s 
Another ticker, 
Counting under 
Mine, and quicker.) 
 
In this cave 
What flickers fall, 
Adumbrated 
On the wall?— 
 
 
 
Spine like beads 
Strung on a wire, 
Abacus 
Of our desire, 
 
Moon-face where 
Two shadows rhyme, 
Two moving hands 
That tell the time. 
 
I am the room 
The future owns, 
The darkness where  
It grows its bones.105 
butterfly growing within its chrysalis, unfurling and growing in the uterus like a 
pale moth in its cocoon. One gets the impression that the woman sees the baby 
                                                        
105 A.E. Stallings, Hapax: Poems, 84-85. 
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as a fish in water, or as an astronaut floating in outer space. It is in that cave 
where the child grows, where one can only see faint, fascinating impressions of 
reality because of the darkness. The ultrasound reveals two shadows, “moon-  
face[d]” where the eyes are supposed to be. The black and white nature of the 
ultrasound does not seem to fully satisfy the mother, as she knows it only 
partially and inaccurately reveals the life inside. This ultrasound, this image, and 
this child are all three a great mystery to her. 
Larsen opens the sonority here by patiently staggering entrances of 
pitches belonging to a D-major 11 chord (with an omitted third) in the piano part. 
These pitches are meditated on, in the same staggered fashion, throughout the 
song. This relatively uncomplicated, trance-like accompaniment may be 
indicative of the suspension of time suggested by the ultrasound snapshot. The 
woman is aware that the baby is growing within her, but none of that is visible 
 
Figure 8: “Ultrasound” mm. 1–3 
in real time. Long-term patience is needed. The sonority occasionally shifts to an 
A-major 7 (with an omitted 3rd), but these two harmonies are generally the only 
chords present. The overall absence of a third in both chords mimics the 
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absence of concrete emotion as the woman watches the ultrasound screen. Like 
the woman, the open harmonies represent the act of looking on in disconnected 
wonder.  
Specific moments of text painting help the words come alive. In m. 4, the 
woman uses the word “unfurls” as she sings a quick, descending scale fragment. 
The next words, “pallid as a moth,” are followed by fluttering between two notes 
in the piano’s higher register. This is reminiscent of the moth or butterfly 
reference from earlier in the stanza. The moth motive is also seen again in the
 
Figure 9: “Ultrasound” m. 6 
next song, “Due Date.” Measure 7 references a heart monitor and the piano 
again has the same fluttering motive. The flutter is comprised of the same two 
notes as the previous bar; therefore, one could assume that the fluttering in m. 7 
is also meant to indicate the baby’s heartbeat. The mother hears both the baby’s 
heartbeat and her own simultaneously in m. 8 at “here’s another ticker.” Larsen 
observes that this dual experience of hearing two heartbeats at once “is natural, 
and yet not natural.”106 Measure 17 brings surprising tones in the vocal line, both 
in terms of pitch content (G# and F# are new) and high registration (A5). At this 
time she sings about desire. The unexpected pitches combined with the higher 
                                                        
106 Libby Larsen interview. 
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soprano line may be evocative of the mother’s brief emotional connection with 
what is happening within her body. Another interpretation may be that this is 
indicative of the moment of conception and the emotional connection with her 
partner as she speaks of “our” desire. The song ends with the same static quality 
in the piano as before. It is unchanging as it comes to an unexpected end, once 
more with no fermata or final bar line. This again underscores the mystery of the 
ultrasound, the steady patience required for growing a baby, and the uncertainty 
of what lies ahead. 
No. 4. “Due Date” 
 
“Due Date” is excerpted from Lauren’s Groff’s essay, “The Twin.” It 
centers around the end of a woman’s pregnancy where she cannot stand to wait 
another day. Her frustration mounts as she has no control over when the baby 
will come. Her parents and sister arrive to provide care after the birth, but there is 
yet no newborn. She tries to coax the baby out by going for a run but does not 
succeed. Labor finally begins ten days past the due date. She experiences an 
intense contraction which climaxes and then subsides. The waiting continues, 
despite her wishes for the ordeal to be over. 
 
 
Figure 10: “Due Date” mm. 1–2 
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The opening passage in the piano part consists of a motive which 
bounces back and forth between the dissonant interval of a major seventh. This 
motive is present throughout the entire piece without ceasing, all the way to the 
end of the final bar. It signifies the monotony of waiting, the anxiety that comes 
with the trial of labor, and the seemly unending pain and discomfort that she has 
endured and will endure. It also could be indicative of a heartbeat, either hers or 
the baby’s, while she anxiously waits. As the singer begins, she recalls earlier 
appointments with the midwife at four months, seven months, and at the due 
date. Her weight gain was notable, both to the midwife and herself. Larsen uses 
tenuti, accents, and a large portamento in the vocal line to indicate the 
progression of the woman’s weight gain. The vocal part has an ascending whole 
tone scale at two key moments: “At my four month checkup” (m. 4), and “After 
seven months” (m. 14). This whole tone scale is juxtaposed with the major 
seventh interval in the piano, causing it to stand out as a mismatched pitch 
collection. This dichotomy of sounds emphasizes the woman’s consternation that 
her body is changing in such significant ways.  
Instances of the fluttering motive from “Ultrasound” resurface frequently, 
though their rhythms are now backward and pitches vary throughout the song. 
These heartbeats are reminders of the baby’s imminent arrival. Since they first 
appeared in the previous song, the listener might also connect the fluttering 
motive to a woman’s surreal experience of hearing the heartbeat in the 
ultrasound. She is likely still in disbelief. 
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 The woman’s mother, who had come to take care of her daughter and 
newborn grandchild, begins “muttering to herself.” The right hand plays the role  
 
 
Figure 11: “Due Date” m. 37 
of the woman’s muttering mother (m. 37). After her father and sister arrive to join 
the family party, the major seventh from the opening passage in the piano is now 
 
 
Figure 12: “Due Date” m. 41 
joined by an additional voice (m. 41). Larsen uses several measures of vocal 
pauses (mm. 52–64) to indicate that nothing this woman could intentionally do, 
not even her “three mile waddle,” would bring this baby. 
 The text in mm. 65–74 was not taken from Lauren Groff’s essay. It was 
extracted from an article107 which addresses various wives’ tales for introducing 
labor. When she was originally considering writing her own libretto, Larsen 
                                                        
107 Michelle Holcomb, “Today’s Parent—Old Wives’ Tales for Inducing Labour,” Giving 
Birth, November 11, 2015, accessed December 28, 2018, https://www.todaysparent.com 
/pregnancy/giving-birth/old-wives-tales-for-inducing-labour/. 
  
41 
researched humorous angles like this in order to lighten the mood of the cycle.108 
Most of that libretto was discarded, yet this short sentence about indigestion and 
labor remains. As is common in the modern day, perhaps we are meant to 
understand that the character was reading this article online while she was 
waiting for labor to come. Though that may be unnecessary conjecture, it is 
understood that the woman was experiencing a significant trial as labor drew 
closer. Larsen painted the woman’s “vomiting” (m. 71) with a descending 
chromatic scale in the vocal line, followed by several repeated notes (mm. 72–
74). The repeated notes are evocative of the woman’s general sickness. Here, 
she might be too queasy to sing anything else.  
 The pitches and rhythm of “on the tenth day” (mm. 75–76) humorously 
evoke, if but for a moment, the familiar opening to each verse in “The Twelve 
Days of Christmas.” Her waiting is getting repetitive and possibly comical. Once 
labor begins, she experiences a “long and sweaty” night. After a relatively long 
note on the word “long,” a four-measure interlude (mm. 85–88) indicates the long 
and sweaty waiting of that night, adding dissonances and more fluttering 
heartbeats. Two acutely accented chords at the end of m. 90 usher in a 
contraction. The singer bellows “pain eh—everywhere…” as she sings the high, 
guttural sounds of moaning or screaming. She can no longer sing as the 
contraction takes over her body (mm. 96–98), sounded here in the piano. Once it 
is over, the woman reflects, “I didn’t know how to fight something that was 
                                                        
108 Libby Larsen interview. 
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everywhere….” This sentence acts as a parenthetical end-thought to her 
despondence after the contraction. There is no end to her pain, and yet again, no 
real end to the song.  
No. 5. “Alone” 
 Here we encounter a woman in the throes of labor. Contrasted with the 
detailed narrative, consistently pulsing heartbeat, and dynamic bellow of the 
contraction in the previous song, this woman is giving voice to the utter 
aloneness that accompanies labor. Only she must bear the impossible burden 
that is set before her.  
The text of this song has been significantly culled from an English 
translation of Akiko Yosano’s original poem,109 which has been translated by 
various sources as “Labor Pains” or “First Labor Pains.” Larsen used the same 
telescoping technique which she used in all prose texts for the cycle. This 
treatment of the text in relation to the original manuscript is unique among the 
other songs using poetry. (See below a full English translation with Larsen’s 
approximated text underlined.) Some of Larsen’s words in the song are slightly 
changed from the translation. Though several of the original words have been 
omitted, the poem’s meaning remains intact. 
 
 
                                                        
109 Akiko Yosano, “Labor Pains,” in The Burning Heart: Women Poets of Japan (New 
York: Seabury Press, 1977). 
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First Labor Pains 
I am feeling bad today, 
My body is feeling bad. 
I am lying in bed before childbirth, 
silent, with my eyes wide open. 
 
Despite frequent brushes with death 
and having gotten used to pain, blood, and screams, 
why am I trembling with uncontrollable 
anxiety and fear?  
 
A young doctor consoled me and 
told me about the happiness of birth. 
I know it much better than he. 
How useful is that now? 
 
Knowledge does not belong to reality. 
Experience belongs to the past. 
Please, everyone, be quiet! 
Would you remain as observers? 
 
I am simply alone. 
I am simply alone in heaven and on earth. 
I will wait for my own act of God, 
quietly biting my lip. 
  
To give birth 
is the only creation of truth 
which actually explodes from within me. 
There is no room for good and evil. 
 
Now, the first labor pains . . .  
The sun suddenly grows pale, 
the world coldly calms down 
and I am simply alone . . .110 
 
 Larsen uses very few bar lines, heavily restricted pitch content, and non-
regular meters to achieve a suspension of time in “Alone.” The performers are 
directed by Larsen to be distanced by pain. Two soprano voices and the pianist 
                                                        
110 Akiko Yosano, “First Labor Pains,” in River of Stars, trans. Sam Hamill and Keiko 
Matsui Gibson (Boston: Shambhala Publications, Inc., 1997), 126–127. Reproduced with 
permission. 
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take turns introducing the very simple statements. The piano part begins, 
meandering as instructed in a translucent manner with very limited pitch content. 
The first soprano responds with a Japanese phrase, sung on a single Ab4 pitch, 
delivered entirely out of time. The second soprano then sings the English text, “I 
am sick today” on an A4, just a half step higher. Performers continue taking turns 
throughout the song. The second soprano acts as a translator for the Japanese 
text, usually offset from the first soprano by one or two half steps. The piano part 
contributes to the overall inner thought process of this woman. It underscores the 
moments of textual pause with minimal, wandering melodic subjects that do not 
seem to conclude.  
Each word or phrase uttered has its own meaning and power. When a 
woman is in labor, words can be difficult to speak. Perhaps that is why this 
woman has turned inward, as suggested by Larsen’s suspended, minimalistic 
setting. She cannot muster the strength to convey her thoughts beyond 
expressing them in one or two notes. She also feels no obligation to share them 
with anyone else. The moment belongs to her. The singer utters “I am alone” 
three times, beginning in m. 24, followed by one final “Alone is what I am.” Each 
of these are juxtaposed at the surprising interval of a tritone (ic6) above the 
Japanese translation. Harmonically, this interval class is the most distance one 
can put between two notes. This compositional choice illustrates the woman’s 
total isolation in that moment. 
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No. 6. “Mia” 
 The lighter “Mia” is one of two birth narratives in Gina Zucker’s essay titled 
“The Rest of Life.” She is working with her midwife to induce labor, but despite 
numerous attempts nothing seems to be working. A tender moment between the 
midwife and the woman is shared. The woman reveals fears about her daughter 
Mia. After admitting this psychological roadblock, they press on and resolve to 
break her water.  
Zucker’s full essay in Labor Day tells two birth stories: one of her oldest 
child Mia, and another of her second child, a son. The text in this song belongs to 
the son’s birth story in the essay. When the midwife asks the woman, “Are you 
worried about Mia,” (m. 35) the relationship of the mother to the person of “Mia” 
appears different in each source, according to the context. In the essay, the 
midwife is asking Zucker if she’s worried because Mia, prone to asthmatic 
episodes, was sick with a bad cold that day.111 Zucker was distracted during the 
labor due to concerns that Mia would have an asthma attack while they were 
apart. However, due to the fragmented, telescoping, text-picking method Larsen 
uses in the song, the audience is not privy to this back story. Therefore, one 
might construe that Mia is, in fact, the mother’s unborn child in the song. The two 
variations on Mia’s identity have little bearing on the story as a whole, but it is 
worth noting the difference between the source text and the song text, especially 
since the title of the song is “Mia.”  
                                                        
111 Henderson and Solomon, Labor Day, p. 148. 
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 The song is set in the hospital as the midwife (voice 2) instructs the 
woman (voice 1) to climb stairs in hopes of inducing natural labor. The piano and 
vocal lines all mimic climbing by using stepwise melodies. The piano part in the 
opening passage (mm. 1–7) consists of quarter-note polychords in contrary 
motion. The relative dissonance of the vertical and horizontal harmonic 
relationship from chord to chord is illustrative of the struggle the woman 
experiences in climbing the stairs while at the end of her pregnancy. This is 
combined with the quarter-note rhythms which help the audience hear feet hitting 
each step. 
 In m. 16, the midwife presents her with a “cup of … tincture.” The slight 
pause between words humorously shows her reluctance to swallow the 
concoction of black cohosh, but she drinks it anyway. She tries more stairs, laps 
around the hallways, and even an enema. Some moments of starting and 
stopping in the music indicate the midwife’s instructions to have her try several 
different things. During this part of the song (mm. 19–28) the voice and piano 
continue to engage with stepwise melodies, and the piano carries on with 
stepwise polychords and whole-tone scales in contrary motion. 
 Measures 30–34 act as a transition. Two eighth-note chords might seem 
to suggest the word, “wait-ing.” The motion, which has been mostly perpetual up 
to this point, slows down to a halt in m. 35. Here, in quasi recitative style, the 
midwife stops the activity and asks, “Are you worried about Mia?” After all of the 
stairs, hard work, and eccentric attempts to start labor, the midwife reveals that 
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Figure 13: “Mia” mm. 30–34 
the problem is not physiological, but psychological. The woman is worried about 
Mia. It is fitting, then, that the music should cease activity and allow the dialogue 
and inner thoughts of the two characters to take the forefront of the soundscape. 
Once the woman resolves that everything is “going to work out,” the stairs 
continue in the piano (m. 38). The song ends with the final decision to break her 
water, which is a near-guarantee that labor will soon begin.  
No. 7. “First Miracle” 
 
 The piano solo “First Miracle” is placed in the center of the work. This 
piece gives the piano part an opportunity to be at the center of the contributing 
voices within the song cycle. The treatment of the piano role throughout the 
songs, plus the solo moment here, make clear that Larsen views the piano part in 
art song to be integral to the narrative of the story. The number of song cycles 
through the vocal repertory devoting an entire song to a piano solo are quite few. 
Though there are no words within the score and no voice with which to 
sing, Larsen curiously credits A.E. Stallings as the poet for this song. The title 
shares the same name as a poem by Stallings. The text of this poem names the 
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changes the female body must endure during and after childbirth. Her body 
“somehow bears” this remarkable birth event and is mysteriously able to respond 
to the baby’s need for nourishment once he is born. The process, Stallings 
reflects, is so stupefying that she likens birth and milk-making to the impossible 
miracle of changing water (blood) into wine (milk).  
The poem has connections to the conception, birth, and person of Jesus 
Christ. In stanza two, the baby boy is called a stranger. In the same way, Jesus 
called himself a stranger (Matthew 25:35) and was treated as a stranger by the 
Roman authorities. Paralleling the story of the nativity in which Jesus was “laid in 
a manger” (Luke 2:7), the baby in “First Miracle” temporarily sleeps in a trough 
meant for an ox. The baby in the poem breaks the ancient spell, just as “Christ 
Jesus came into the world to save sinners” (1 Timothy 12:15). The title reference, 
as well as the final stanza point toward the miracle of turning water into wine, 
which was Jesus’ first miracle according to the gospel of John (2:11).  
 
 
First Miracle 
 
Her body like a pomegranate torn 
Wide open, somehow bears what must be born, 
 
The irony where a stranger small enough 
To bed down in the ox-tongue-polished trough 
 
Erupts into the world and breaks the spell 
Of the ancient, numbered hours with his yell. 
 
Now her breasts ache and weep and soak her shirt 
Whenever she hears his hunger or his hurt; 
 
She cannot change water into wine; instead 
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She fashions sweet milk out of her own blood.112 
 
 
In an interview, Larsen shared that the decision not to text the piece was 
born out of her own experience of carrying and birthing a child. When it comes to 
childbirth, sometimes it is so miraculous that “there’s really nothing to say.”113 
 
 
Figure 14: “First Miracle” m. 1  
 Despite the lack of sung text, “First Miracle” is full of compositional references to 
other songs from the cycle. It opens with a repetitive pattern beginning on the 
second sixteenth note of the measure. The off-set start implies more of a 
continuation of an idea rather than a concrete beginning. It is directly related to 
the pattern introduced in “The Song Rehearsal,” beginning in m. 19. That same 
 
 
Figure 15: “The Song Rehearsal” m. 19 
pattern will also be used to begin the next song, “Superhero.” Larsen brings back 
the “Lullaby” motive three separate times (mm. 7–8, 17–18, 19–20). The four 
                                                        
112 A.E. Stallings, “First Miracle,” from LIKE: POEMS by A.E. Stallings. Copyright Ó 2018 
by A.E. Stallings. Reprinted/Used by permission of Farrar, Straus, and Giroux. 
113 Libby Larsen interview. 
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dotted eighth-notes in m. 3 (Fig. 16) were seen previously during “Ultrasound” in 
m. 27 (Fig. 17). Though the dotted rhythms are represented by eighths and 
quarters respectively, they are easily related to each other by augmentation. The 
 
 
Figure 16: “First Miracle” m. 3 
 
 
Figure 17: “Ultrasound” m. 27 
“Ultrasound” text at that moment was “I am the room the future owns.”114 Now, 
wordless yet reminiscent of music before, m. 3 of “First Miracle” reveals the 
foreshadowing that had taken place in “Ultrasound.” That room which housed the 
baby, the uterus, belongs to the woman. As foretold, this woman’s body is now 
able to bear “what must be born.” This motive is seen several additional times in 
“First Miracle” (mm. 6, 13, 15).  
No. 8. “Superhero” (Birth One) 
 “Superhero” is the first of four childbirth stories in the cycle. It is excerpted 
from Phoebe Damrosch’s essay titled, “It Takes a Building.” Like the source text 
                                                        
114 Italics added. 
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for “Mia,” Damrosch’s original essay tells two birth stories. The excerpt used in 
this song has been narrowed down to just one birth, the birth of her first son. She 
went into labor two weeks after her due date. Filled with all confidence that her 
body would know what to do, she thought, “this whole birthing thing would be no 
sweat.” Larsen has telescoped the story to focus on the feeling of being “ecstatic 
and capable of anything” after giving birth. The piece ends with a solo 
declaration: “I was a superhero.”  
The song begins with an attacca from the previous piece, suggesting a 
continuation of textual ideas. It contains the same piano material as “First 
Miracle.” This material remains consistent throughout the song, with only small 
moments of an added or subtracted voice as the harmonies shift. The perpetual 
sixteenth-note rhythms in the piano part tell of the woman’s incredible inner 
confidence, pride and joy. What she has accomplished in labor is an 
extraordinary credo for the mother, one that extends its meaning throughout the 
entire song cycle. These sixteenth notes depict the unstoppable strength 
embedded within the woman’s story, while occasional dissonances reveal a 
realistic dose of trepidation and the courage needed in order to face childbirth. 
The soprano part is, again, written rhythmically to mimic speech. Overall, the 
repetitive piano technique and recitative setting of the text allows the pianist to 
underscore the woman’s confidence while practically allowing the vocal part to 
rise to the forefront of the ensemble.  
A rhythmically augmented “Lullaby” is heard once in the bass (mm. 17–
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22), which again Larsen uses to draw her audience in to the woman’s story. 
Larsen ends this song with an original,115 humorous final phrase. As the soprano  
 
Figure 18: “Superhero” m. 32 
sings “I was a superhero” acapella, the rhythms and octave leap are evocative of 
a modern superhero film score. Libby Larsen amusingly adds, “It’s 
Supermom!”116 
No. 9. “Blood Moon”  
When The Birth Project was first published in 2015, it actually consisted of 
ten songs in eleven movements.117 “Blood Moon” was added after the initial 
publication to complete the cycle. Kirkpatrick is a friend of Larsen’s, and the 
poem was given to Larsen directly.118 The poem and Larsen’s musical setting 
provide a contrast to the bright and celebratory timbre of “Superhero.” A blood 
moon, which is a total lunar eclipse resulting in the appearance of a red moon, is 
used in this poem as a metaphor for the crowning of a baby during childbirth. 
Blood moons have long been the source of global myths, superstitions and 
legends, suggesting that childbirth is something of a mystery. A woman in labor 
                                                        
115 Libby Larsen interview. 
116 Ibid. 
117 Stanford University. 2015. “Stanford Libraries—The Birth Project: 10 Songs in 11 
Movements for 2 Sopranos and Piano,” SearchWorks Catalog, accessed December 29, 
2018, https://searchworks.stanford.edu/view/11481962. 
118 Libby Larsen interview. 
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is mustering strength from ancient, unseen energy to finish birthing the baby.  
Blood Moon 
The moon held an aura 
before turning red, 
silence like a tremor 
just before the baby emerges. 
 
The other side of the moon stays hidden. 
 
Call the baby they’d said 
when the baby didn’t come. 
Sometimes that helps. 
 
In labor the current ran all the way  
through her. To deliver the child, 
its cup being poured. 
 
Ancient. Witnessed. Said to bring gifts. 
 
Is the baby alright? The mother is asking. 
Yes a nurse answers she’s perfect.119 
 
 
 Larsen achieves an otherworldly soundscape in this song, similar to the 
open, spatial and atypical harmonies of “Ultrasound.” In contrast to the 
compositional techniques of “Ultrasound,” the “Blood Moon” environment is 
achieved by heavy use of both whole tone scales (WT-0, WT-1) throughout the 
song. The “ancient” mystery of a blood moon, childbirth, or the unseen energies 
in this text may be the explanation for Larsen’s use of the whole tone collection. 
The practice of “call[ing] the baby” is not often posited in modern Western 
culture, which additionally adds to the mysticism of Larsen’s setting. The voice 
                                                        
119 Patricia Kirkpatrick, “Blood Moon” in Blood Moon (Minneapolis: Milkweed Editions, 
forthcoming in 2020).  
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and piano parts take turns in a conversational manner, giving space for this 
unseen energy to have a presence in the song. 
No. 10. “From the Start” (Birth Two) 
 “From the Start” was taken from the last full paragraph of Strayed’s “The 
Lavender Room.” This is the same essay from which “Pregnant” was set. While 
the narrative shares facts about her son’s arrival (he came at “4:07 in the dark of 
morning,” the labor took “forty-three hours”), it also presents richer reflections. 
The text centers on the moment directly after the birth of the child, when the 
mother is able to look at her son fully for the first time. She stops and simply 
takes it all in. The bond between mother and child is established at that moment. 
Strayed shares, “he loved me from the start.”  
 The connection between the mother’s experience and history are critical 
components of this song text as well as the overall cycle. In m. 7 the mother 
says, “his eyes were ancient.” This is now the third time in the cycle that the birth 
process or the child itself has been described in this manner. The other moments 
are m. 17 of “Blood Moon” and the unsung text of “First Miracle” (stanza three: 
“…breaks the spell/Of the ancient, numbered hours with his yell”). Beyond the 
specific word “ancient,” however, one may sense a distinct connection to 
womankind and birth history in general. Whether referencing old paintings and 
angel messengers (“The Song Rehearsal”), antiquated practices like drinking 
black cohosh (“Mia”), equating birth to centuries-old miracles (“First Miracle”), or 
mystical moon metaphors as indicative of the mystery of childbirth (“Blood 
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Moon”), one major theme in Larsen’s song cycle is the common childbearing 
experience of many women across time. 
Though the title of “From the Start” suggests the birth of something new, 
the music, on the other hand, seems to stop its motion. Each measure begins 
with a simple chord in the piano, the voicing of which changes minimally from 
one harmony to the next. Chords on the downbeat of each bar are followed by a 
vocal melody of distinctly limited pitch content. The vocal line favors repetition 
and stepwise motion. This melody is chant-like and modal, once again 
connecting the audience to the past. The structural and compositional choice 
here is unquestionably recitative-like. In opera, the story would traditionally be 
moved forward during such moments. However, the use of this particular text 
within the setting of a slowed piano part is evocative of something different. This 
song does not suggest “moving forward” as recitative would; rather, it is 
indicative of the pause which occurs directly after birth, when a mother meets her 
newborn child for the first time. In no other portion of the song cycle does Larsen 
use this simple approach for such a long time span, creating a special moment of 
reflection that is notable.  
The song ends in a similar and familiar manner to the beginning, with 
“from the start, the start” (mm. 13–15) set to the same accompaniment as the 
opening three measures, combined with the same D5 pitch from the beginning 
soprano entrance. The song text connects the baby to something “ancient” and 
the song’s pitch content connects to historic chant. The rhythmic setting creates 
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an atmosphere of stasis, indicating a very special moment directly after childbirth. 
Finally, the song ending connects to its own beginning. By treating the text 
setting in this manner, the song embodies the truth that birth is both “a  
beginning and [another] beginning.”120 
No. 11. “Five Days” (Birth Three) 
 “Five Days” is the only text of the cycle that deals with miscarriage. It 
comes from Heidi Pitlor’s story shared in her essay titled “Three.” Her baby died 
in utero at six months, and she opted to undergo a D & C (dilation and curettage) 
to remove the baby.121 After she found out her son had died, she had to carry 
him in utero for another five days before the procedure would take place. This 
song telescopes the woman’s experience of suspecting something is wrong with 
her pregnancy and finally finding out that her worst fears have come to fruition. It 
shows her raw heartbreak as she carries the baby in “a five-day-long goodbye.” 
 The piano begins telling the story with an eight-measures solo. It uses 
several harmonies from earlier in the cycle, which will be discussed at length in 
the next chapter. The first five measures are tentative and reflective. Here, one 
can imagine the lack of control that a pregnant woman experiences. Abrupt 
rhythmic interjections, accents, and dissonance (mm. 6–8) usher in the first of the 
sung text. Larsen instructs the pianist to play this passage both cramped and 
fiercely (Fig. 19). It depicts the week of “fear, horrible cramping, [and] pain” that 
                                                        
120 Libby Larsen interview. 
121 Heidi Pitlor, “Three,” in Labor Day, ed. Eleanor Henderson and Anna Solomon (New 
York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2014), 29-30. 
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the woman endured, which we will hear about in the subsequent measures. The 
 
 
Figure 19: “Five Days” mm. 6–8 
 
soprano sings out in pain on a high Ab5 (mm. 13–14) as the piano plunges into 
its low register with a modified flutter motive and more activity. The listener may 
now be aware that something is amiss. 
 In m. 15 there is a shift in the mood. Activity slows to a stop, and we hear 
the “Lullaby” motive twice (mm. 16–17, 18–19) in the piano part. At this moment, 
the woman shares that the pain suddenly ceased one morning. Larsen explains 
the strategic use of Brahms’ “Lullaby” here as a way of moving the listener into 
the place of pain. This is the “place where we ‘Lullaby’ ourselves,” where we rock  
back and forth and hum internally.122  
Measure 27 stops the musical motion even further, in a quasi-recitative 
                                                        
122 Libby Larsen interview. 
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style. The mother is trying to convince herself that the lack of pain is a silver 
lining. Yet we find that her fears are confirmed true, as she recalls what 
happened next. “It’s gone,” the doctor said, “and the midwife took my hand.” 
Larsen sets this realization vulnerably, with no piano movement, a ritardando and  
 
 
Figure 20: “Five Days” mm. 30–32 
 
breath mark at the end of the phrase. This allows time for both the woman and 
the audience to realize the gravity of what has transpired. 
Next, the piano intones a two-chord motive characterized by parallel 
descending movement of a perfect fourth (m. 32). The soprano then sings “…five 
days” (mm. 37–38) in a descending perfect fourth, imitating the piano’s two 
chords from m. 32. Upon closer inspection, there are exactly five transposed 
statements of the “five days” motive in the piano part (mm. 32–39). The two-note 
motive mimics the two-syllable spoken phrase “five days,” and each motive 
played in the piano symbolizes the passage of one day. This descending perfect 
fourth appears to be an interval of interest in this song. It is utilized several times, 
including the first two melodic tones in the piano’s upper register. 
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The final twelve measures of the song are set with a repetitive, downward 
piano arpeggiation, creating a trancelike atmosphere. The singer is instructed to 
execute her part in an ancient lull (note again the historic connection). The 
majority of the soprano’s pitches are a minor third interval, evocative of the 
“Lullaby” motive. The piano part continues this pattern to the end of the song, 
again without any real sense of ending. The woman’s final word is “goodbye”: 
however, without a break in the piano’s “lulling” pattern, one gets the sense that 
her grief has only begun. 
No. 12. “I Did It!” (Birth Four) 
 Text from Pitlor’s essay is immediately revisited in “I Did It,” the fourth birth 
story and conclusion to the song cycle. In a satisfying contrast to the devastating 
truth of Pitlor’s miscarriage, the cycle is punctuated by this redeeming story of the 
birth of twins. The excerpt used for the song begins with the birth of a baby girl, 
followed by the birth of a son “thirty-one minutes after his sister.” The mother’s 
profound sense of accomplishment is evident in the multiple iterations of “I did it!” 
as well as the triumphant setting by Larsen.  
After a several-song hiatus, the two sopranos join together in a duet. Much 
of the text is sung by both voices, either simultaneously or responsively. This 
arrangement is intentionally crafted, as the birth story is about twins. The piano 
starts with an overt, staccato statement of “Lullaby.” This phrase is repeated 
several times throughout the duration of the song. It is followed by the entrance 
of both voices in canon at the unison. The E-flat major key, often noted as heroic 
  
60 
 
 
Figure 21: “I Did It!” mm. 1–2 
or regal, combined with triadic, arpeggiated pitches in the voice parts pronounce 
a distinctly declamatory mood. This mood is suggestive of a triumphant fanfare, 
possibly to mimic one played by a trumpet.  
 
 
Figure 22: “I Did It!” mm. 3–6 
 The final statement of the “Lullaby” motive occurs in the bass voice of the 
piano. While the bass motive indeed does finish its course, the effect of the 
lingering last note is noteworthy. The eighth notes, which sound atop the bass B-
flats in m. 87, are reminiscent of a fanfare (organ or bells, perhaps) at the end of 
a celebratory piece. The bass B-flats cause the E-flat major chord to be placed in 
second inversion, which is the most unstable of the triadic inversions. Most 
traditional tonal works would tend not to conclude with this inversion because of 
the implicit lack of harmonic stability. Additionally, though Larsen did include a 
final bar line, there is no ritardando, single vertical chord or other indication that a 
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Figure 23: “I Did It!” mm. 86–90 
 
 
firm ending has taken place. Given that this is the conclusion to the song cycle, 
one must consider why Libby Larsen would have made this compositional 
choice.  
The answer lies in textual themes throughout the entire cycle. Pregnancy 
is an ancient beginning. It is common, yet it is also foreign. A woman cannot see 
all that is occurring within her body and that produces a certain element of 
anxiety. Throughout the pregnancy, the woman readies herself for the birth, 
which is the culmination of approximately nine months of waiting and preparation. 
Once labor finally comes, she struggles immensely but knows that it will 
eventually come to an end. The baby is born. She experiences ecstatic relief, 
adrenaline rushes in, her body responds so that she may provide the baby 
nourishment. The ordeal appears over. Yet, the birth is also the beginning of this 
child’s life outside the womb. The mother must now engage in her (new) role as a 
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parent. This transition is also common, yet foreign. She will often feel as though 
she cannot see the path ahead, culminating in anxieties and waiting. Larsen uses 
inconclusive harmonic and rhythmic material at the end of the cycle to mimic the 
second start that has just begun: the woman’s transition into parenthood. 
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IV. Compositional Analysis and Style 
 Libby Larsen found her unique compositional voice from an early age and 
has continued to use that voice recognizably within her compositions. Though 
Larsen composes intuitively as opposed to systematically,123 certain elements of 
her compositional style can be categorized. Such elements are found across the 
span of her output and are evident in The Birth Project as well. 
Prolonged Textures 
 
 Within the accompaniment of a given piece, Larsen will often favor a 
single texture or pattern throughout. This is reminiscent of many Baroque 
compositions, in which contrast occurs between movements, rather than within. 
This technique is one among many hallmarks of her compositional style. These 
textures are often minimalistic and presented for a prolonged period of time. 
Accompaniments in this style introduce gradual transformations, somewhat 
evocative of process music. While her music would not be classified explicitly as 
“process music,” these patterns are sometimes slow to change over longer 
periods of time. These accompaniment textures often employ a repeated 
rhythmic pattern consisting of a fixed harmony. Examples of these prolonged 
textures can be found across Larsen’s repertory, regardless of instrumentation. 
Given the context of her contribution to art song here, numerous such 
illustrations mainly from Larsen’s song cycles are used in the following pages.  
                                                        
123 Libby Larsen interview. 
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 Larsen uses single textures and patterns across several songs within each 
cycle. One such example is found in Larsen’s most recent song cycle Pharaoh 
Sings (2017) for baritone and piano. Song two, “If I could just be the 
washerman,” contains the same continuous eighth-note texture in the piano part 
from start to finish.124 The homorhythmic accompaniment preserves its two-part 
polyphony throughout most of the song, with occasional added tones to provide 
color, dissonance, or to double the melody. Similar is the fourth song, “I love you 
through the daytimes,” where the consistent eighth-note pattern is paired with 
occasional doubling of the vocal pitches in the piano part.  
 Libby Larsen’s Sonnets from the Portuguese (2010) also contains several 
songs which use this technique. “My Letters!” is set to a poem by Elizabeth 
Barrett Browning, and is the second song in the cycle. The singer’s heart 
percolates with excitement as she reads and recalls the words found in past 
letters from her lover. The piano part depicts this excitement as it opens with a 
sixteenth-note pattern125 which alternates between hands. Incidentally, this 
opening is quite similar to that of “First Miracle” in The Birth Project. Larsen then 
continues the trend in Sonnets during the latter half of song three, “With the 
same heart, I said, I’ll answer thee.” Instead of alternating the pattern between 
hands, this time the piano is written with different dyads in each hand, yet still 
uses sixteenth-notes in a consistent texture for an extended period of time. 
                                                        
124 Libby Larsen, Pharaoh Songs (Minneapolis: Libby Larsen Publishing, 2017). 
125 Libby Larsen, Sonnets from the Portuguese (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010). 
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The Birth Project’s “Superhero” is also a representative example of this 
technique. The pattern is established at the beginning of the song, presented  
 
Figure 24: “Superhero” m. 1 
here as alternating fifths, one sounding every sixteenth-note. Each hand plays its 
own distinct fifth, though the specific fifth preserves its exact pitch content for 
often several measures at a time. The pattern continues until two bars from the 
end of the song. Over the course of thirty-one measures, this accompaniment is 
preserved rhythmically and manipulated through transposition and a few added 
tones. Larsen uses the same type of pattern in “Pregnant,” “The Song 
Rehearsal,” and “First Miracle” as well. In each instance, the pattern is prolonged 
for numerous measures, while the vocal line maintains a lyrical melody. For 
further consideration of this technique in Larsen’s song cycles, see the four 
“Landscape” songs of My Ántonia (2000), as well as song two (“¡Afuera, afuera, 
afuera!”) in De toda la eternidad (2003).  
Rhythm, Tempo and Meter 
As previously mentioned, Larsen values texts which allow space for 
“rhythmic freedom and honest emotion.”126 She is “very aware of tempo,”127 and 
                                                        
126 Carol Kimball. A Song Guide to Style and Literature (Redmond: Pst…Inc, 1996), 294. 
127 Libby Larsen interview. 
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considers herself to be a “child of rhythm.”128 She takes great effort to craft 
rhythms, tempi, and meters which all allow the story to be told as fully as 
possible. Within the context of art song and song cycles, Larsen consistently 
creates vocal rhythms which support the text, in order to preserve the 
syllabification of speech patterns. Numerous examples of rhythm have been 
highlighted already, both in text painting and accompaniment patterns. Indeed, 
perpetual and repetitive rhythms are a hallmark of Larsen’s compositional style. 
Outside of consistent accompaniment patterns, however, Larsen is careful to 
craft specific and varied rhythmic ideas particular to the vocal lines.  
Throughout her works changing meters are plentiful. Her manner in 
changing meters has more to do with the numerator than the denominator, which 
often will stay the same. Changing meters are primarily used in her texted music 
to reflect the organization of speech. An example of this can be found in 
“Katherine Howard,” song five of Try Me, Good King129 (2010). There are twenty-
nine different time signatures in this forty-five measure song, all of which contain 
the quarter note as the denominator. The song text comes from Katherine 
Howard’s alleged final words as recorded by an unknown Spaniard in 1541.130 
Larsen uses these changing meters so that the cadence of Howard’s desperate 
speech is highlighted. 
                                                        
128 Cynthia Green. “Interview with Composer Libby Larsen,” International League of 
Women Composers Journal (June 1992): 24. 
129 Libby Larsen, Try Me, Good King: Last Words of the Wives of Henry VIII (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2010). 
130 Ibid, 21. 
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Likewise, The Birth Project also contains specific and unique metric 
configurations throughout the cycle. Only two of the twelve songs do not contain 
changing meters. Several times, Larsen breaks out of conventional metric 
notation altogether, simply stating a number or “N” for an open time signature. 
“Alone” consists entirely of single-numbered or non-numbered time signatures, 
 
 
Figure 25: “Alone” m. 1 
where the assumed denominator is the quarter note. Larsen shares, “I didn’t use 
very many bar lines [in “Alone”]. I didn’t really want to use bar lines at all, but you 
have to have them for coordination’s sake.”131 Both “Alone” and “Pregnant” are 
Birth Project songs which have open time signatures, indicated by an “N.” These  
 
 
Figure 26: “Pregnant” m. 25 
 
are moments in which Larsen desires the music to have no sense of 
time.132 These moments were carefully crafted to ensure that the focus is on the 
delivery of text.  
                                                        
131 Libby Larsen interview. 
132 Ibid. 
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 Most of Larsen’s songs directly preserve the syllabification of speech 
patterns. The result of this compositional choice is not only diverse meters, but 
also original rhythms. In such instances, seldom are rhythms presented 
idiomatically to satisfy the demands of an extra-textual style, such as a 
predictable dance pattern. Rather, they are presented primarily to serve the 
natural flow of speech. 
 “All I Have (1902)”133 from Larsen’s Songs from Letters (1989) is a prime 
example of rhythms which reflect speech patterns. Here, Calamity Jane tells her 
daughter in a letter that she’s going blind and bids a final farewell. When read 
rhythmically without pitch, the vocal line mimics a dramatic reading of the text. 
This is because the rhythms were written with this type of presentation in mind. 
While the song begins with a piano solo, it too contains rhythms that are varied in 
much the same way. It could be that Larsen constructed the piano part to sound 
like commentary, perhaps a forethought before the text begins. The piano and 
vocal lines have rhythmic values ranging from a dotted-half note, to triplet 
quarters, and thirty-second notes. This rhythmic palate is necessary, especially in 
the vocal line, in order to accurately reflect Calamity Jane’s cadence of speech at 
this tender and tumultuous moment. 
 In The Birth Project, Larsen generally applies the same concept to each 
song. “Superhero,” which contains the previously stated sixteenth-note 
                                                        
133 Libby Larsen, Songs from Letters: Calamity Jane to her daughter, Janey, 1880–1902 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010). 
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Figure 27: “Superhero” mm. 1–6 
 
accompaniment, also has vocal rhythms that mimic a dramatic reading of the 
text. The piano part provides a single texture over which the vocal line freely 
flows. The piano’s steady undulation depicts the pregnant woman’s excitement 
and inner angst, while the varied vocal rhythms assist in telling the specific story. 
Similarly, “From the Start” is comprised entirely of unique rhythms in the vocal 
line, as it is set in a recitative style (Fig. 28). In fact, the main difference between 
Larsen’s compositional approach to each of these songs is simply the repeated 
versus non-repeated patterns in the accompaniment. If “Superhero” had whole 
notes instead of repeated sixteenth notes, the recitative-style approach to rhythm 
would be exactly the same as “From the Start.” The main purpose of recitative is, 
traditionally, to advance the narrative of a story. It appears, then, that Larsen’s 
aim in both songs is to bring the story to the forefront. 
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Figure 28: “From the Start” mm. 6–8 
 
Use of Thirds 
 
 In addition to rhythm, meter, tempo and textures, Larsen also has a 
particular affinity for the interval of a third. She believes that thirds are a gateway 
“into what might be possible in terms of cultural perception.”134 In an interview 
with the composer, she clarified that her intentional use of thirds is not a 
compositional habit, but rather a choice. This choice can easily be seen in a few 
representative works. Larsen’s Blue Third Pieces (1996) were written explicitly to 
pay “homage to the interval of a third and its place in the blues.”135 Here, the third  
 
Figure 29: Blues scale with thirds indicated 
is highlighted from within the blues scale. “Boy’s Lips,” the first song in the song 
                                                        
134 Libby Larsen interview. 
135 Libby Larsen, Blue Third Pieces, Composer’s Notes (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2010). 
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cycle Love After 1950 (2000), pays homage in a quieter manner. Evocative of a 
blues singer, she has written the vocal line to “slide between the flat and natural 
third of a blues third. Lazy and blue-third triplets and blue-third resolutions weave 
a tapestry in the piano accompaniment.”136 The blues third of “New Orleans 
culture” is but one example of her affinity for the third. The strategic use of the 
Brahms “Lullaby” third in The Birth Project is yet another. 
 As stated in chapter three, the song cycle opens with an ascending minor 
third, D-D-F, the opening motive of the Brahms “Lullaby.” Beyond the instances 
mentioned earlier, this motive appears several times throughout the song cycle, 
both as overt statements of the motive and hidden transformations. In “First 
 
 
Figure 30: “First Miracle” mm. 7–8 
Miracle” the piano has the motive with accents. “Five Days” has a similar opening 
passage of piano solo with the same type of activity in the left hand. Midway 
through the song, when the baby suddenly stops moving in utero, the piano part 
plays it again, twice (Fig. 31). This time, instead of a declaration, the gentle and 
hollow performance indications, combined with the juxtaposed harmonic setting, 
                                                        
136 Libby Larsen, Love After 1950, Composer’s Notes (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2010). 
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Figure 31: “Five Days” mm. 16–20 
seem to present the motive as a question. In “I Did It!” Larsen follows her initial 
piano statement of the motive with regular, recurring statements (mm. 1–2, 6–7, 
11–12, 37–38, 44–45). During a seven-bar span in the middle of the song, 
Larsen uses the motive imitatively with five statements in overlapping stretto.  
  It would be a mistake to consider every minor third as somehow related to 
the original “Lullaby” motive. There are, however, a few distinct moments where 
the connection is strong and distinct. These connections are most easily seen 
when they occur on downbeats and are isolated by long tones. “Due Date” has 
several such moments. The first of these moments is a descending minor third  
 
 
Figure 32: “Due Date” mm. 5–6  
from F–D in the piano part, which are the exact same pitches as the original 
opening motive presented backward. This modified presentation can be found in 
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the piano part throughout the piece (mm. 9–10, 25–26, 29–30, 32–33, 38–39, 
78–79), concluding the piece with a fully diminished chord in the bass. This chord 
contains a symmetrical structure of four descending minor thirds, spelled here as 
A-F#-D#-C (Fig. 33). Combined with the treble pitch C in m. 100, these pitches 
come together to equally divide the octave. It seems that even this compositional 
feature might be connected to the meaning of the song’s ending. There is no end 
to her pain, no end to the song, and no end to the “Lullaby” motive that has been 
singing in her heart for nine months.  
 
 
Figure 33: “Due Date” mm. 100–105 
 
Recurring Harmony: Set Class (0158) 
 One cannot survey the compositional fabric of the cycle without noting  
Larsen’s use of set class (0158). The most common spacing of the harmony 
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Figure 34: (0158) in compact form built on C# 
 
within this cycle is a perfect fifth, ascending minor second, followed by another 
ascending perfect fifth. Each fifth is almost always presented separately, one 
 
 
Figure 35: Most common spacing of (0158) in the cycle 
directly after another. Indeed, (0158) is the basis of several of the prolonged 
accompaniment patterns mentioned earlier. These patterns are transposed 
numerous times throughout the cycle. Accompaniments of “The Song 
Rehearsal,” “Pregnant,” “First Miracle,” “Superhero,” “Five Days,” and “I Did It!” 
all contain iterations of (0158) in the common spacing. Based on this alone, it is 
clear that Larsen has intentionally implemented this chord as a compositional 
thread throughout the work.  
 Various permutations of the set are used in “Five Days,” namely through 
the operations of transposition and inversion. Throughout the song, (0158) is 
transposed to ordered sets built on nearly all twelve chromatic pitches at various 
times ([0158], [1269], [237t], etc.). In m. 21, two consecutive arrangements of the 
set are present. As shown, the second set is transposed down a perfect fourth, 
which connects to the descending perfect fourth motive discussed in the “Five 
Days” section of chapter three. These specific sets contain C and Ab as common 
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Figure 36: “Five Days” m. 21  
tones. The inner pitches, however, are not the same. While the pitches are not 
identical, the intervallic content of the two harmonies reveal a stronger 
connection. Set class (0378) is, in fact, the inversion of prime form (0158). This 
two-chord relationship throughout the harmonies in mm. 21–25 is an uncanny 
illustration of the text at a pivotal moment for the character. It is during mm. 21–
25 (“…nothing. No pain. No burps or kicks from within, no movement at all…”) 
that the woman begins to realize with paralyzing fear that the baby is no longer 
alive. Larsen uses the common spacing of the now-familiar (0158) set in each 
two-chord progression to weave a recognizable thread of pregnancy while 
countering each first-chord with an inverted chord to follow. In a way, the woman 
also has lived with her pregnancy for some time, but the realization of 
miscarriage is completely opposite (or, inverted) from what she was expecting. 
 
 
Figure 37: “Five Days” m. 21 (Modified to show inversion relationship) 
Furthermore, the specific pitch-classes represented in Fig. 37 above are 
related by the operation T8I. This means that when pitch classes [0158] (C-Db-F-
Ab) are first inverted and then transposed up eight half-steps, the set will then 
become [0378] (C-Eb-G-Ab). This unique property of set class (0158), where the 
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two harmonies related by T8I appear consecutively, is highlighted a few more 
times in the accompaniment of the song.  
 Upon closer reflection, one finds much more to this recurring harmony 
than the commonly spaced P5-m2-P5 chord, or the permutations listed above. 
Larsen uses various subsets of the (0158) harmony to create a unique harmonic 
thread throughout the cycle, including the half step (01) and (015), which is a half 
step followed by an ascending perfect fourth. The half step, (interval class 1 or 
ic1), is not a typical interval in tertian harmony and as a result it creates a unique 
dissonance on which Larsen capitalizes.  
 “Due Date” does not contain (0158) but is entirely built upon the half step 
interval, ic1, and various transformations. The inversion of the half step is a major 
seventh, which Larsen uses as an ostinato for the entire song. The first entrance 
of the piano’s left hand, the flutter motive (from “Ultrasound”, Fig. 38) is ic1 
 
Figure 38: “Due Date” mm. 1–3  
(previously presented in “Ultrasound” as ic2, or a whole step). Larsen also uses 
ic1 to offset polychords in the same song (Fig. 39), here shown as an 
enharmonic F# major triad simultaneously sounding with a G major chord. Both 
the half step and major seventh are relatively dissonant intervals, used in this 
song persistently to highlight the discomfort of the woman’s never-ending 
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Figure 39: “Due Date” m. 81 
pregnancy. If Larsen uses ic1 as the building block for much of the pitch content 
in “Due Date,” then one may be inclined to ask where this came from. (01) as a 
subset of the cycle’s recurring (0158) tetrachord appears to be a likely 
explanation. 
 The next song, “Alone,” is entirely built upon ic1. It opens with set (012), 
G-Gb-Ab, and adds more half step pitches as the song progresses. From mm. 1–
24 Larsen gradually adds one half step after another, culminating with all pitches 
belonging to the chromatic scale, spanning a tritone. Measure 4 contains (0123), 
m. 11 has (01234), m. 12 has (012345), climaxing in m. 24 with (0123456) where 
the speaker declares, “I am alone.” This is the defining moment of the song: she 
is utterly alone and completely saturated with labor pain. Larsen shows the 
woman’s emotion by corresponding the text with this highly saturated, dissonant 
set. It is the gradual adding of this half step, ic1, which makes the song distinct. 
Each time a pitch is added, the singers offer one or two simple words of 
reflection. Each word builds off the last to form a complete, if fragmented, story. 
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 “From the Start” and “Five Days” share in common the (0158) harmony 
sounded simultaneously, as opposed to being broken like all other instances in 
the cycle. Larsen is more interested in using (0158) as a starting point for these 
songs, rather than using it as the basis for a prolonged harmony. The first chord 
 
 
Figure 40: “From the Start” m. 1 
in “From the Start” contains (0158) as a subset of the given chord (01568), but 
each subsequent harmony travels away from this starting point. The (0158) 
subset is not presented in its original P5-m2-P5 spacing, due to the 
reconfiguration of the spacing among intervals, yet the set is present 
nonetheless. 
 “Five Days” begins (Fig. 41) with (0158), but also quickly travels away to a 
different set, (0135). Thus, the common thread between the two is subset (015). 
At the moment where the woman has cramps which interrupt her sleep, several 
instances of subset (015) are stated. There are more such moments during the 
cycle. These representative details show that Larsen is continuing to use (0158) 
as a harmonic basis for her pitch choices in the composition, whether as subsets  
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Figure 41: “Five Days” mm. 1–2 
or chords displayed in their entirety. By using this common harmonic thread, one 
experiences the full cycle as a unit, connected by familiar material. 
Whole-Tone Collection 
 The whole-tone collection has connotations with the surreal, supernatural, 
or “other-worldly” elements of life. It contains no half steps (ic1), and when used 
as a scale it contains no leading tone. As such, composers may use the whole-
tone collection as a gateway into soundscapes that are unexpected. The Birth 
Project has several instances of whole-tone use, both melodically and 
harmonically.  
 Larsen sometimes uses the whole-tone collection juxtaposed atop a 
harmony that relies heavily on ic1. For example, the accompaniment for “Due 
Date” is built upon ic1 (Fig. 42) , yet the voice part often is drawn from both 
whole-tone collections (WT-0 and WT-1). While the soprano line here does not 
exclusively use the whole-tone scales throughout the entire song, it does tend to 
favor these pitches. Perhaps Larsen was intending to create a sense of 
anticipation and tension in the piano by using ic1, while adding to the speaker’s 
disbelief that the due date had come and yet there was no baby.    
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Figure 42: “Due Date” mm. 77–78 
 
 “Blood Moon” does not favor ic1 like many other songs in the cycle, 
though it does employ a great deal of the whole-tone collection. Using this 
collection as her basis, Larsen creates several cluster chords (0246) which are 
presented both melodically and harmonically. Since the poem deals with 
superstition, legend, and mystery, Larsen’s use of the whole-tone collection is 
entirely appropriate for the soundscape of this song.  
 Larsen’s compositional style within the cycle is recognizable on several 
fronts: patterns, tempo, rhythm, meter, the use of the third, “Lullaby” motive, the 
(0158) set and subsets from within, as well as the whole-tone collection. This 
analytical overview still only scratches the surface of the many notable 
techniques Larsen used throughout the cycle. Yet a picture of her style and 
approach to song composition begins to emerge, adding greatly to one’s ability to 
understand, and perhaps aid in the performance of the work. 
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V. An Approach to Performance Interpretation 
 
 A composer’s score is an expression of intent, with the potential to be 
transformed from mere thought to art. Certainly notation alone is not the 
composer’s final objective. In order to see a work come to full fruition, a 
composer must be assisted by the additional vehicle of at least one performer—a 
musical interpreter. “It is the interpreter’s performance which we come to regard 
as the work itself.”137 The symbiotic relationship between composer and 
performer(s) brings a musical work of art to its full, actualized potential. 
When Libby Larsen and her SongFest colleagues first conceived The Birth 
Project, the aim was to add a critical and overlooked perspective to the repertory 
of art song. A performance of the cycle was a necessary step toward completing 
the vision of the work. The premiere was given on June 12, 2015 in Los 
Angeles.138 The two sopranos in that performance were Larsen’s Birth Project 
co-visionaries Audrey Luna and Gwen Detwiler, and the pianist was Lydia Brown. 
As is typical in premieres, Larsen was closely involved with her colleagues in 
their performance preparation.139 It is rare, though immensely helpful, to have the 
assistance of the composer in the rehearsal process of non-premiere 
performances.  
                                                        
137 Pierre Bernac, The Interpretation of French Song (New York: W.W. Norton and 
Company, 1970), 1. 
138 Libby Larsen, The Birth Project, Premiere. Minneapolis, Minnesota: Libby Larsen 
Publishing, 2015. 
139 Libby Larsen interview. 
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Regardless of whether the composer is present to clarify her or his 
compositional intentions, a well-informed preparation is a performer’s best 
chance of realizing the composer’s artistic intentions. The Birth Project can still 
be considered a relatively new and unexplored work. As such, there are 
presently few recordings or public concerts available from which performers may 
glean auditory understanding. In the absence of recordings for reference, many 
valuable insights into performance practice and interpretation are still possible for 
this work, several of which were shared by the composer with this author. Some 
of these insights, as well as several others are provided here as a guide to 
interpretation for the consideration of future performers.  
Individual Characters  
 
 Given the numerous, varied narratives in The Birth Project, it is important 
that each song be treated separately. Though some essay texts and poems are 
used multiple times in the cycle, the stories are best understood by the audience 
as separate events. Singers do not need to focus on continuity of character from 
one song to the next. Instead, they should strive to portray each character and 
her story individually. 
Transitions Between Songs 
 
 Despite the independence of each character, Larsen indicates fluid timing 
from one song to the next by using non-final double bar lines for every song 
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ending.140 In some cases, she asks performers to proceed attacca. The interview 
with Larsen clarified her distinct opinions about how one song might flow to 
another. To start, there should be no noticeable regrouping between “The Song 
Rehearsal” and “Pregnant.” There can be a brief pause (1–2 seconds) during 
which the singers return to the present day, but the pause should not cause the 
energy of the first song to be forgotten. The second soprano can sit during the 
vamp in song two without disrupting the continuance for which Larsen calls. The 
same timing can be observed between “Pregnant” and “Ultrasound” as well as 
“Blood Moon” into “From the Start,” and “Five Days” into “I Did It!” Songs with the 
attacca marking carry the most literal continuance. However, Larsen indicates 
that an attacca is not necessary after “Superhero,” should the performers 
anticipate laughter after the final statement.141 This leaves all transitions 
accounted for, except between the following consecutive songs: “Ultrasound,” 
“Due Date,” “Alone,” and “Mia.” The timing of these transitions is at the discretion 
of the pianist, for the onus of the mood change rests on them.  
Meters and Collaboration 
 
 Larsen uses a multitude of time signatures throughout the cycle. The vast 
majority of these meters contain a quarter-note denominator. This fact should 
greatly assist the collaboration between singer(s) and pianist. The unique metric 
                                                        
140 At present, there exists an erroneous, thick final bar line in “Blood Moon.” In an 
interview with the author, Larsen stated that it should be the same type of bar line as the 
others. 
141 Libby Larsen interview. 
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setting in “Alone,” as previously mentioned, also favors the quarter note; though, 
one gets the impression that tempo is not entirely important here. The three 
performers should keep quarter notes in mind but respond to the translative 
function of the writing style with conversational sensibility and timing. In every 
instance of an “N” time signature, there is no need for collaborative timing to 
occur. Most often, the singer will deliver her line a piacere while the pianist either 
holds a chord or plays nothing at all. Though much of Larsen’s cycle is organized 
by quarter note pulses and bar lines, performers must be attentive to gestures 
and speech patterns. Time signatures and bar lines surely are useful tools to 
keep performers organized, but these notated tools should generally not be given 
preference with agogic accents. 
Juxtaposed Moods and Tempi 
 
 Larsen achieves what she calls a “tempo within a tempo”142 in several of 
her songs. This juxtaposition can be described not just as two tempi, but also as 
contrasting moods and rhythms within a single piece, often transpiring 
concurrently. Such moments may occur after introductory statements. For 
example, the opening of “Ultrasound” (mm. 1–5)  should not unfold with a strict 
sense of tempo, favoring instead text delivery with the rhythmic ease of speech. 
The pianist sets an ambient atmosphere, also without a distinct sense of time. 
Then in m. 6, the pianist shifts to playing the role of a heartbeat. This shift to a 
faster, controlled gesture should be presented with rhythmic vitality, as it 
                                                        
142 Ibid. 
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indicates the heartbeat of the baby (this is the “tempo within the tempo”). After 
this, the singer and pianist continue in the expansive style of the opening, yet the 
pianist judiciously interjects the heartbeat motive a few more times. Clear 
differentiation between these moods will allow the listener to have a better 
understanding of the text. 
Similarly, “Five Days” opens with a comparatively less-active introduction, 
followed by a ferocious and rhythmically complex passage (mm. 6–8). The 
serenity of the first five bars must be entirely unrelated to the cramped, dissonant 
passage that follows. The song continues between strict tempo and instances of 
sad repose. In each contrasting moment, the audience is meant to understand 
the confusing experience of the woman as she is faced with miscarriage. The 
contrasts of rhythm, mood, and tempo, then, must all be made quite obvious in 
order for this to be understood well. 
“Due Date” has a continuous, predictable tempo. The pianist must 
maintain metronomic precision. The singer should not take liberties with the 
timing of each entrance, though certain phrases may warrant a widened delivery 
of rhythms once the entrance is made (e.g. mm. 6, 15, 18). These actions will 
highlight the woman’s inevitable waiting, much like the regularity of the second-
hand on a clock. The “fluttering” motive interjects several times in the piano part 
while the continuous rhythms prevail. The pianist must work to play the 
“fluttering” gesture without interfering with the timing or articulation of the ostinato 
pattern. This is yet another example of Larsen’s “tempo within a tempo.” While 
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the “fluttering” motive is indeed different and important, the pianist should not 
worry about bringing it out when a quieter dynamic is indicated. Larsen has 
written this part in such a way that it will be heard without taking great pains to 
make it so, usually as the highest or lowest sound within the given texture. 
 Larsen’s “tempo within a tempo” is also evident in “The Song Rehearsal.” 
While the two singers from the painting and poem are rehearsing a duet, they are 
assumed to be thinking quite different thoughts. Despite the temptation to do 
otherwise, singer two must work to present her sempre p “Caro nome” passage 
(m. 22) as background, or a melody of secondary importance. This gives singer 
one the chance to continue her storytelling, whose manner of rhythmic speech is 
entirely contrasting with her soprano counterpart. Incidentally, the pianist must 
take care not to overpower the vocal activity here. This will allow the dual roles of 
the soprani to be understood. This type of subtle independence between 
contrasting parts should be maintained whenever soprano two is singing “Ah” in 
this particular song.  
Iconic Moments for the Singer(s) 
 
 The soloist has many opportunities to explore unique sung and spoken 
passages in the cycle. The singer may boldly claim superhero status at the end 
of “Superhero” with flair and confidence. In “Five Days,” her chosen timing will 
bring a powerful and heartbreaking story to the audience. Careful attention to 
timing throughout the entire song must be paid in order to deliver this narrative, 
as it contains a unique and somber mood among the cycle. The “I’m pregnant!” 
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(“Pregnant” m. 24) declamation should be blurted out with a calculated lack of 
“appropriateness.” This will likely be a moment of laughter for the audience, so 
the singer may pause accordingly before moving on. Unexpected or important 
words, such as “abacus” (“Ultrasound”), “black cohosh” and “tincture” (“Mia”), 
“vomiting” (“Due Date”), and “ancient” (“Blood Moon” and “From the Start”), ought 
to be delivered with precise diction so that they are not lost. Surely there are 
other moments such as these to be found, and greatest success will come from a 
combination of clear presentation, appropriate timing, and embodiment of each 
individual character’s narrative. 
Duets contribute to the complexity of Larsen’s cycle, though each singer’s 
part does not always function in the same manner. They should be treated as 
either parallel supporting roles (“I Did It!”), or separate (“The Song Rehearsal,” 
“Due Date,” and “Alone”) as writing suggests. Each singer must determine her 
individual part in the duet, whether as main character, narrator, internal dialogue, 
extraneous character, or translator. Certain songs, like “The Song Rehearsal” 
require singer one to take a dominant role. While “Caro nome” is an iconic aria in 
the singer’s repertory, it is not the most important part when presented in this 
particular song. Other songs, such as “Alone” have different text and pitches 
among the vocal parts, yet they seem to carry the same, equal importance. 
Iconic Moments for the Pianist 
 
 The pianist should be sensitively aware of each statement of “Lullaby.” 
Larsen has written the music in such a way that the pianist will not need to work 
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hard in order to bring it out; a simple awareness will go a long way toward 
achieving the proper affect. The mood shifts and quotations in “The Song 
Rehearsal” are unique textures and sounds that should be played in a stylistically 
appropriate manner. For example, the bar room noodling passage (mm. 9–15) 
requires accents on beats one and three, with a heavy swing in the right hand. 
The quasi ragtime passage (mm. 15–18) necessitates slight bass accents on 
each strong beat, though these accents should never interfere dynamically with 
the two vocal parts. To counteract a balance problem, the pianist may consider 
playing the right hand with a p dynamic. Here, the pianist should not use a swung 
triplet eighth-sixteenth note rhythm. The piano solo in “First Miracle” is an 
opportunity to let loose dynamically, though the pianist must resist the urge to do 
this for the entire piece. Instead, consider this piece more of an interlude, with a 
dynamic arc (crescendo to diminuendo) from start to finish. The performer should 
aim to climax in the middle and gradually return to a reasonable mp dynamic.
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VI. Conclusion 
This paper was first inspired by research I conducted on gender issues in 
twentieth-century American composition. A financially viable career in 
composition is extraordinary for anyone, much less a woman. While American 
millennials have been born into a climate where feminism and gender equality 
are increasingly the norm, widely circulated works by female composers remain 
an anomaly. As recently as this year, works by female composers are not being 
programmed by major symphony orchestras. This begs the question: why? 
Women have not yet been able to level the playing field in this area. Performing 
works by women is not simply a matter of equality. Instead, it is a matter of art 
reflecting the beautiful, diverse, multi-faceted reality of humanity, both male and 
female.  
Compositions about female experiences written by women are one such 
way that this beautiful reality can be captured. For centuries, art song texts have 
depicted many diverse human experiences including love, death, jealousy, 
conquest, rage, nature, the life of animals, the meaning of life, apathy, marriage, 
and delight. The addition of pregnancy and childbirth to the list is long-overdue. 
These compositions achieve their fullest potential, not when they are composed, 
but when they are performed. 
When preparing for art song performance, it can be an easy trap for 
singers and collaborative pianists to simply learn the notation without further 
consideration of text background, style, or compositional elements of the piece. 
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Performers ought to become as informed as possible, especially when 
embarking on the performance of a newer work. Deficiencies in research skills or 
notational literacy continue to add to this common cycle. This curiosity for 
research ought to be instilled by private instructors and performers, who owe it to 
their profession to complete research in tandem with their students. Music theory 
teachers might also continue to apply their analytical teachings to existing 
repertoire whenever possible, so as to teach young artists the performance 
benefits of knowing and owning the compositional inner-workings of their 
repertoire. The dissection which has taken place here models the various angles 
from which a performer might consider preparing repertoire for performance. 
The Birth Project may not have come into existence were it not for Larsen, 
Luna, and Detwiler’s realization that art song had not yet captured the narrative 
experience of pregnancy and childbirth. This omission within the art song genre 
is unsettling. Given all of the subjects represented in song and song cycles, one 
would assume that such a common life occurrence would have been recorded 
and then set to art music multiples times. To that end, Larsen has contributed 
something new, meaningful, and groundbreaking to art song.  
The Birth Project can also be seen as a representation of sociological 
progress. With gender equality, women’s empowerment, racial reconciliation, and 
other social issues at the forefront of socio-political reform, it is important that 
artists continue to contribute to this progress by reflecting life experience in their 
work. Pregnancy and childbirth have been ordinary occurrences throughout the 
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history of humankind, but for those individuals who experience it, the 
occurrences are extraordinary. These stories are worth sharing. 
Libby Larsen herself has led by example as a composer. Her song texts 
are often selected from individual life experiences as represented in poetry and 
prose. Many of her songs give voice to real people whose inner thoughts often 
sat in the background: Henry VIII’s wives, Calamity Jane, Elizabeth Barrett 
Browning, Brenda Ueland, and Mary Cassatt among many others. She has also 
drawn from texts (like those in The Birth Project) which highlight less well-known 
people whose stories are no less valuable. She forged her own career path while 
quietly raising a child of her own, pursuing her own compositional voice while 
simultaneously being fully engaged in motherhood and family life. In addition to 
her work as a composer, she has generously employed her skill and time toward 
the betterment of composers, orchestras, performers, and students. The result is 
a wide body of new American works which challenge the standard, endorse 
humanity, and contribute a voice that is altogether Libby Larsen’s.  
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Appendix A: Permission Letter for Use of Notational Images 
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Appendix B: Permission Letter for Use of Full “First Miracle” Poem 
 
 
175 Varick Street 9th Fl., New York, New York, 10014 
Telephone 212-741-6900 ext. 6356 | Fax 212-633-9385 | E-Mail: vfox@fsgbooks.com 
 
 
 
FARRAR, STRAUS AND GIROUX Book Publishers 
HILL & WANG  NORTH POINT PRESS  FABER & FABER, INC. 
 
            
                          
                                                                                                                                                   Stallings A. E. 
 
20 March 2019 
 
Jess Modaff 
10 Lovett Street, Unit 1 
Salem MA 01970 
 
RE: Permissions request to reprint “First Miracle” from LIKE by A. E. Stallings 
 
Dear Jess Modaff, 
 
Farrar, Straus and Giroux hereby grants Jess Modaff permission to include the above-cited material from LIKE in  
your dissertation entitled LIBBY LARSEN’S THE BIRTH PROJECT: A SOCIOLOGICAL CONTEXTUALIZATION, 
ANALYSIS, AND APPROACH TO PERFORMANCE INTERPRETATION.  Permission is granted for Boston 
University, upon request only, to print and distribute a limited number of copies of the dissertation.  Permission is 
limited to non-profit, non-commercial educational use only.  Any other or further use, reproduction, reprinting, or 
publication of these excerpts (other than as set forth elsewhere in this letter), is strictly prohibited.  If Licensee secures  
a publisher for the dissertation, further permission is necessary to include the excerpts in published versions of the 
dissertation.  Please credit the material as follows: 
 
“First Miracle” from LIKE: POEMS by A. E. Stallings. Copyright © 2018 by A. E. Stallings. Reprinted/Used by 
permission of Farrar, Straus and Giroux. 
 
 
Permission also extends to the Stallings material as part of your dissertation only to be included in an online academic 
database of completed theses such as ProQuest. No downloading of the material outside of the dissertation in any 
manner is permitted. 
 
Should you have any questions, or concerns, please feel free to contact me at the address below.  
 
Best wishes, 
 
 
 
 
Victoria Fox, Manager 
Permissions Department 
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Appendix C: Permission Letter for Use of “The Song Rehearsal” Painting 
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Appendix D: Permission Letter for Use of Full “Blood Moon” Poem 
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Appendix E: Permission Letter for Use of Full “Ultrasound” and  
 “The Song Rehearsal” Poems 
  
 
February 25, 2019 
 
Jess Modaff 
jess.modaff@gmail.com 
  
Dear Jess Modaff: 
 
Thank you for your request to reprint the following from a Northwestern University Press publication in 
your PhD dissertation at Boston University, written by yourself and forthcoming in 2019: 
 
Stallings, A. E.  “Ultrasound” and “The Song Rehearsal” from Hapax: Poems. Evanston: 
Northwestern University Press, 2006. 
 
Permission is granted, subject to the following conditions. This permission does not include material 
either independently copyrighted or bearing a separate source notation. 
 
• Full credit must be given to the books in which the pieces originally appeared, to the 
author/volume, editor/series, editor/translator and to the Northwestern University Press as 
publisher. 
 
• Acknowledgement must include the identical copyright notice as it appears in the publications: 
 
From Hapax. Copyright © 2006 by A. E. Stallings. Published 2006 by Northwestern 
University Press. All rights reserved. 
 
This notice must appear either on the copyright or acknowledgements page of your work or on 
the first page of each quotation covered by this permission. 
 
• Permission granted is nonexclusive and is valid throughout the world in all language(s) for the 
print and electronic versions of this edition only (including special editions for the visually-
impaired and use in promotional materials).  Northwestern University Press must be notified 
when a new edition is published.  
 
• Payment is waived. 
 
Please contact me if you have any questions. Thank you. 
 
Sincerely,  
 
Liz Hamilton 
Permissions 
emhamilton@northwestern.edu 
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Appendix F: Permission Letter for Use of Full  
“First Labor Pains” Translation
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Appendix G: Libby Larsen’s Consent to Perform Interview with Author
 
Jess Modaff <jess.modaff@gmail.com>
Dissertation Interview for "The Birth Project"
Libby Larsen <libbyprivate@libbylarsen.com> Mon, Nov 5, 2018 at 10:53 AM
To: Jess Modaff <jess.modaff@gmail.com>
Dear Ms. Modaff,
 
Thanks for contacting me.  I’m delighted to hear from you and honored that you are making The Birth Project the
subject of your dissertation.  I’d be very happy to
do an interview with you.  As you say the logistics of working out an in-person interview could be daunting, but a
phone interview, or SKYPE should be relatively easy to work out.   Let me know what you are thinking of in terms of
your time-line. 
 
I look forward to hearing back from you. 
 
All best,
Libby Larsen 
 
 
 
From: Jess Modaff <jess.modaff@gmail.com> 
Sent: Saturday, November 3, 2018 5:37 PM
To: libbyprivate@libbylarsen.com
Subject: Dissertation Interview for "The Birth Project"
 
Dear Ms. Larsen,
 
My name is Jess Modaff and I'm in my sixth year of DMA study in collaborative piano at Boston University. One of my
professors, Dr. Javier Arrebola, gave me this email address in hopes that I might be able to contact you. 
 
I am currently writing a dissertation on "The Birth Project," which I hope to perform and defend in late-March. While I
am still in the cyclical process of writing and researching, I'm contacting you to inquire whether you might be open to
an interview for the sake of this project.
 
Depending on your current bandwidth and preferences, I am open to an interview in any format. An in-person
interview might be the most complicated logistically, but I would be happy to accommodate your wishes. Please let me
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know if this interview is something that might be agreeable to you. 
 
With Admiration,
 
Jess Modaff 
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